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ABSTRACT 
 

This project examines the impact of nuclear proliferation on regime and leader survival, 

proposing two mechanisms for this interaction. First, a bomb program can generate internal 

legitimacy by rallying support among relevant domestic audiences. Such initiatives are 

particularly valuable following contentious successions, providing new leaders with a means of 

consolidating their rule. Second, successful proliferation attempts can boost external security by 

incentivizing the international community to prevent regime collapse, either deterring foreign 

intervention or entrapping great powers into providing costly support to tentative allies. In the 

former, fears of nuclear inheritance, lost fissile materials, or last-ditch nuclear use can persuade 

major powers to back the continued survival of nuclear-capable states. In the latter, the shadow 

of nuclear escalation can motivate patrons to provide costly diplomatic or material support to 

client states. I rely on a mixed-methods research design to test these arguments. Survival 

analysis, Bayesian modeling, and a battery of robustness tests establish a baseline domestic 

hazard rate relative to nuclear activity. Next, two in-depth case studies trace the processes linking 

proliferation and political survival in Israel and South Africa, showing how weapons programs 

generate domestic support, deter external aggression, and entrap great power assistance. These 

benefits hold for as long as nuclear capabilities are maintained, prolonging the lives of states that 

would have otherwise faced insurmountable existential challenges. The analysis concludes with 

fifteen vignettes that highlight the generalizability and limitations of my theoretical framework.  
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Can you hear the thunder roar? 

It is neither hurricane nor storm 

But an atomic whirlwind, all-engulfing. 

Cries the ocean, Pacific Ocean 

Howling in pain, groaning in pain. 

– Isaac Sobol 
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CHAPTER 1. Introduction: Nuclear Proliferation and Political Durability 

“Don’t overlook the fact that no nuclear-capable country has been subjected to aggression or 
occupied, or had its borders redrawn. Had Iraq and Libya been nuclear powers, they wouldn’t 

have been destroyed in the way we have seen recently.”  
– A.Q. Khan 

Introduction 

Recent research in international relations has brought about a renaissance in scholarship 

dedicated to the intersection of domestic politics and global affairs. In particular, significant 

attention has been paid to second-image puzzles and the impact of international security 

challenges on political stability and resilience. This project contributes to the trend, using a 

mixed-methods research design in order to evaluate the impact of nuclear weapons programs on 

regime durability and leader survival. Instead of focusing on proliferation as the outcome of 

interest, the analysis conducted here reverses the causal arrow: does the pursuit or acquisition of 

nuclear weapons offer leaders and regimes a greater degree of domestic stability? Do nuclear 

weapons deter hostile regional adversaries? Can they help states entrap the support of great 

power patrons or even inoculate against threats of foreign intervention? Building nuclear 

weapons is a risky venture, but it can also offer embattled regimes with an insurance policy 

against political pressure, isolation, and aggression.  

 

Nuclear weapons are unique symbols of national prestige: they have historically offered a 

safeguard against external intervention and are unlikely to be used in domestic power struggles. 

Their pursuit can generate popular support for the leaders who champion their cause, while their 

acquisition can raise the costs of conflict, even deterring great power actors. While contemporary 
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scholarship has thoroughly investigated the political determinants of nuclear proliferation, less 

attention has been paid to the domestic consequences of nuclear activity.1 It is often argued that 

embattled leaders will cling to nuclear weapons in order to guarantee their regime’s survival.2 

Such claims often focus on autocratic actors like North Korea and Iran, operating on the premise 

that entry into the nuclear club will provide security considerations and protections that will 

offset the risk of regime failure. Are these assumptions valid? There have been several leadership 

and regime changes within nuclear-armed states, including the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 

end of Apartheid-rule in South Africa, and several disruptive regime changes in Pakistan. As 

such, a closer examination of this association is warranted. 

Theory 

This project examines the relationship between nuclear proliferation and survival at the level of 

the individual leader as well as political regimes. A mixture of qualitative and quantitative 

analysis is used to advance three arguments. First, both the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear 

weapons can help improve regime durability. While a completed nuclear bomb is a powerful 

safeguard against regime ouster and foreign intervention, even a nuclear program can impart 

certain security benefits. It can deter external interference by increasing the cost of regime 

failure, raising the prospect of lost or stolen nuclear materials during a chaotic power vacuum. 

Second, the threat of nuclearization can be used to entrap reluctant great powers into providing 

 
1 Among others, see Hymans, Jacques EC. The psychology of nuclear proliferation: Identity, emotions and foreign 
policy. Cambridge University Press, 2006; Solingen, Etel. Nuclear logics: contrasting paths in East Asia and the 
Middle East. Vol. 115. Princeton University Press, 2009; Sagan, Scott D. "Why do states build nuclear weapons? 
Three models in search of a bomb." International security 21.3 (1997): 54-86.  
2 Among others, see: Bracken, Paul. "Nuclear weapons and state survival in North Korea." Survival 35.3 (1993): 
137-153; Fitzpatrick, Mark. "Assessing Iran's nuclear programme." Survival 48.3 (2006): 5-26; Kihl, Young Whan, 
and Hong Nack Kim. North Korea: The Politics of Regime Survival: The Politics of Regime Survival. Routledge, 
2014; Miller, Nicholas L., and Vipin Narang. “North Korea Defied the Theoretical Odds: What Can We Learn from 
its Successful Nuclearization?” Texas National Security Review (2018). 
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concessions and costly conventional support to tentative allies. Third, nuclear weapons can help 

bolster individual leaders, generating prestige and legitimacy for those who champion their 

development. As will be shown, a credible threat to build nuclear weapons can provide 

beleaguered states and rulers with a valuable bargaining chip, one that can increase their 

likelihood of survival in power. 

 

Two mechanisms are presented to explain this interaction. At the domestic level, a nuclear 

weapons program generates prestige and legitimacy for incumbent leaders, helping them bolster 

support among relevant domestic audiences. Despite their cost, nuclear weapons have 

historically been seen as a powerful symbol of progress and national strength. Though their 

pursuit may be controversial, it is also an incontrovertible signal of sovereign authority. The 

programs in India and Pakistan serve as useful illustrations of this phenomenon.3 The successful 

detonation of Pokhran-I provided a much-needed boost to Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi’s 

domestic position, improving both her personal reputation and that of the Indian National 

Congress Party.4 Likewise, Pakistani prime minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto famously championed 

this cause in a public speech, stating, “If India builds the bomb, we will eat grass or leaves, even 

go hungry, but we will get one of our own.”5 

 

At the international level, proliferation can boost external security by generating international 

incentives against regime collapse. The shadow of nuclear escalation or the spread of nuclear 

 
3 Husbands, Jo L. "The prestige states." Nuclear Proliferation in the 1980s. Palgrave Macmillan, London, 1982. 
112-136; O’Neill, Barry. “Nuclear weapons and national prestige.” Draft Manuscript. (2006). 
4 Kinsella, David, and Jugdep S. Chima. "Symbols of statehood: military industrialization and public discourse in 
India." Review of International Studies (2001): 353-373. 
5 Singh, Khushwant. “Foreign Affairs: Pakistan, India and The Bomb.” The New York Times, 1 July 1979, 
www.nytimes.com/1979/07/01/archives/foreign-affairs-pakistan-india-and-the-bomb.html.  
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materials can coax great powers into providing diplomatic or material support even when such 

assistance may be disadvantageous to them. Scenario-planning memos and journalistic tracts 

have considered the problem of loose nuclear weapons in a variety of contexts, from North 

Korea6  to Pakistan.7 Though this primarily concerns the small subset of states that have 

succeeded in building functioning nuclear weapons, evidence suggests that even nuclear pursuit 

can offer comparable safeguards.  

 

The Argentinian nuclear program serves as an example of this. From the 1950s onwards, 

successive Argentinian governments “identified domestic nuclear strength as a basic requirement 

for maintaining strong international negotiating positions and promoting independent economic 

development.”8 In turn, American foreign policymakers expressed greater lenience in their 

interactions with Argentinian leaders, downplaying the state’s proliferation efforts and limiting 

punishment of transgressions in order to prevent further nuclearization. “While opposing nuclear 

armament in Latin America, the US backed the anti-Communist militarism of dictatorial 

regimes. Argentine military leaders identified this as an inconsistency in American policy.”9  

 

Even relatively liberal administrations gave Argentina special consideration on account of its 

latent nuclear potential. Declassified State Department memos suggest that the Carter 

administration took a lenient stance against the Videla government’s human rights abuses in 

consideration of the regime’s nuclear program: “The U.S. human rights approach to Argentina 

 
6 Carter, Ashton B., William J. Perry, and John M. Shalikashvili. “A scary thought: loose nukes in North Korea.” 
Wall Street Journal 6 (2003).  
7 Mowatt-Larssen, Rolf. “Nuclear Security in Pakistan: Reducing the Risks of Nuclear Terrorism.” Arms Control 
Today 39.6 (2009): 6.  
8 Sheinin, David. “Nuclear Development and the Shaping of an Independent Argentine Foreign Policy, 1950-1990.” 
Estudios Interdisciplinarios de América Latina y el Caribe 16.2 (2014):39.  
9 Ibid: 42.  
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has always been tempered by Argentina’s potential as a nuclear proliferator,” notes a September 

1978 State Department Report to Assistant Secretary for Inter-American Affairs Viron Vaky.10 

In order to ensure Argentina’s ratification of the Treaty of Tlatelolco (advocating a nuclear-free 

Latin America), the Carter administration even advocated for a more tempered response to the 

Dirty War, downplaying suggestions of aggressive diplomatic intervention, economic sanctions, 

or the cessation of military transfers.11 Nor was this the only incident in which nuclear capacity 

generated political capital for a troubled regime. As will be shown, similar considerations were 

given to South Africa, Brazil, and South Korea, among others. 

 

Taken together, these mechanisms account for the positive impact of nuclear capability on 

regime durability. These interactions are even more prominent for leaders who seize power 

irregularly. Such thinking has influenced the actions of several leaders over the past decades, 

with concerns regarding legitimation and leadership stability fueling work on the nuclear 

programs of states like Egypt, Algeria, and Libya. The pursuit of security and prestige prompted 

the inauguration of the Egyptian nuclear program in the immediate aftermath of Gamal Abdel 

Nasser’s rise to power.12 Assuming the chairmanship of the Revolutionary Command Council in 

1954, Nasser began to seek the support of the Free Officers corps that had elevated General 

Mohammad Naguib to the presidency following the ouster of King Farouk. Nasser initiated the 

Egyptian nuclear program the following year, founding the Atomic Energy Authority in 1955. 

Following his insurrection against Naguib and the seizure of the presidency in 1956, Nasser was 

 
10 National Security Archive. Department of State Report, Bureau of Intelligence and Research, 11 September 1978. 
"Evolution of U.S. Human Rights Policy in Argentina." State Department Declassification Project (1975-1984).  
11 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977–1980, Volume XXVI, Arms Control and 
Nonproliferation, eds. Chris Tudda and Adam M. Howard (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2015): 
Document 468. 
12 Bahgat, Gawdat. “The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction: Egypt.” Arab studies quarterly (2007): 1-15. 
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quick to sign a nuclear cooperation agreement with the Soviet Union, acquiring a research 

reactor and fuel in a bold gesture of authority.13  

 

Similarly, Algerian president Chadli Bendjedid’s unsteady rise to power corresponded with a 

burst of nuclear activity. His succession amounted to a political accident designed to fill the 

dangerous power vacuum left following the death of the charismatic Houari Boumédiène, the 

chairman of the Revolutionary Council of Algeria.14 Chosen as a compromise candidate to 

reconcile the divergent political and economic aspirations of Algeria’s military establishment 

and the FLN, Bendjedid faced decreasing oil revenues and a failing command economy. In this 

context, the Algerian nuclear project was framed as a symbol of national pride, allowing 

Bendjedid to frame himself as a valid successor to Boumédiène by emulating the latter’s pursuit 

of ambitious national projects. It also acted as a bulwark against Muammar Ghaddafi’s alleged 

nuclear aspirations, providing it a regional security justification. Likewise, Ghaddafi began 

Libya’s nuclear program shortly after taking power in 1969, engaging in an ultimately 

unsuccessful attempt to purchase nuclear weapons from China in 1970.15  

 

In each case, the rising incumbent’s nuclear aspirations corresponded with the dual goals of 

bolstering their internal legitimacy whilst generating prestige associated with membership in the 

exclusive nuclear club. Set at the crossroads between international security and domestic politics, 

this project argues that nuclear weapons have had an underexplored impact on political survival, 

generating both internal and external security for those who seek them. Following recent efforts 

 
13 Al-Jamahiriya, Egypt, 12 March 1966 (Hatzav, 18 March 1966, 112/586.O11). 
14 Evans, Martin, and John Phillips. Algeria: Anger of the dispossessed. Yale University Press, 2007.  
15 Cirincione, Joseph. Deadly arsenals: Tracking weapons of mass destruction. Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 2002: 307.  
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to “overcome the great divide” between comparative politics and international relations, the 

resulting implications will be relevant to both subfields.16 Having provided a broad outline of the 

mechanisms and a few vignettes highlighting the plausibility of the effect under consideration, 

the following section formalizes the central hypotheses explored in this project, outlining the 

mixed-methods approach used to test the various conjectures. Next, this is contextualized 

relative to the relevant literatures this project engages.  

Hypotheses and Research Design 

As noted above, this project argues that nuclear proliferation has a positive impact on political 

durability. An empirical strategy combining both quantitative and qualitative approaches is used 

to test the impact of various stages of proliferation on both regime and leader survival. While the 

primary outcomes of interest will be regime and leader durability, both the quantitative and 

qualitative chapters will pay attention to alternative markers of political stability such as 

vulnerability to coups, foreign intervention, and diplomatic pressure. This will serve as a 

robustness check, helping to triangulate the impact of nuclear proliferation across various 

indicators and metrics conventionally associated with political robustness and survival.17 The 

theoretical framework can be captured in the one-tailed hypotheses laid out below: 

 

H0a : Nuclear weapon programs have no discernible effect on regime durability. 

HAa1 : Nuclear weapon programs have a positive effect on regime durability. 

HAa2 : Nuclear weapon programs have a negative effect on regime durability. 

 

 
16 Dyvik, Synne L., Jan Selby, and Rorden Wilkinson, eds. What’s the Point of International Relations? Routledge, 
2017. 
17 Please see chapter 3 for a breakdown of data sources used to assess these relationships quantitatively. 
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H0b : Nuclear acquisition has no discernible effect on regime durability. 

HAb1 : Nuclear acquisition has a positive effect on regime durability. 

HAb2 : Nuclear acquisition has a negative effect on regime durability. 

 

H0c : Nuclear weapon programs have no discernible effect on leadership duration. 

HAc1 : Nuclear weapon programs have a positive effect on leadership duration. 

HAc2 : Nuclear weapon programs have a negative effect on leadership duration. 

 

H0d : Nuclear acquisition has no discernible effect on leadership duration. 

HAd1 : Nuclear acquisition has a positive effect on leadership duration. 

HAd2 : Nuclear acquisition has a negative effect on leadership duration. 

 

As noted in the previous section, the analysis will contend that nuclear acquisition has a positive 

impact on both leader duration and regime durability (HAd1 and HAb1, respectively). Furthermore, 

it will be argued that even the pursuit of nuclear weapons can provide leaders and regimes with 

tangible security benefits, both at home and abroad (HAc1 and HAa1, respectively). These 

hypotheses will be tested quantitatively using a combination of linear modeling, survival 

analysis, propensity score matching, and Bayesian analysis. While this may appear redundant, 

the battery of tests listed above will serve to offset any concerns regarding the potential 

endogeneity of the relationship of interest.18 In addition, they will provide useful insights on 

alternative metrics associated with regime survival.  

 
18 Just as proliferation might boost regime durability, it might be argued that more durable and powerful states are 
ex-ante more likely to be proliferators. This issue is addressed in the longer case studies, which focus on states that 
were either weak, encircled, or isolated at the time they pursued nuclear weapons. It is then treated quantitatively in 
chapter 3, which uses a series of statistical robustness tests to verify the direction of effect. Finally, the issue is given 
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Next, two in-depth case studies will trace the impact of nuclear proliferation in both democratic 

and non-democratic states, helping to assess the generalizability of nuclear durability across 

regime types. The sample will be expanded to an exploration of shorter vignettes conceptualizing 

the three mechanisms listed above. While a generation of scholarship has focused on 

disaggregating political regimes into over a dozen conceptually unique categories, this project 

will seek a common trend linking nuclear proliferation to survival across different political 

orders.19 Establishing similarities in outcomes across different political systems represents a step 

towards a more holistic approach to the study of political durability, turning focus to the 

institutions and practices that are commonly held in all varieties of government. In particular, 

attention will be devoted to leaders’ method of entry into office, arguing that both democratic 

and non-democratic leaders who enter office irregularly benefit from the legitimizing benefits of 

pursuing nuclear weapons. Though not a direct measure of regime type, an exploration of 

leadership and succession dynamics allows for a broader study of the ways in which proliferation 

 
some consideration in the vignettes, which focus on how nuclear weapons boost regime durability in moments of 
vulnerability. 
19 Among others, see: Alvarez, Mike, et al. “Classifying political regimes.” Studies in Comparative Inter- national 
Development (SCID) 31.2 (1996): 3-36; Linz, Juan J., and Alfred Stepan. Problems of democratic transition and 
consolidation: Southern Europe, South America, and post-communist Europe. JHU Press, 1996; Collier, David, and 
Steven Levitsky. “Democracy with adjectives: Conceptual innovation in comparative research.” World politics 
49.03 (1997): 430-451; Chehabi, Houchang E., and Juan J. Linz. Sultanistic regimes. JHU Press, 1998; Linz, Juan 
Jos. Totalitarian and authoritarian regimes. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000; Weeks, Jessica L. “Autocratic audience 
costs: Regime type and signaling resolve.” International Organization 62.01 (2008): 35-64; Levitsky, Steven, and 
Lucan A. Way. Competitive authoritarianism: Hybrid regimes after the cold war. Cambridge University Press, 2010; 
Haggard, Stephan, and Robert R. Kaufman. “Inequality and regime change: Democratic transitions and the stability 
of democratic rule.” American Political Science Review 106.03 (2012): 495-516; Boix, Carles, Michael Miller, and 
Sebastian Rosato. “A complete data set of political regimes, 18002007.” Comparative Political Studies 46.12 
(2013): 1523-1554; Geddes, Barbara, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz. “Autocratic breakdown and regime 
transitions: A new data set.” Perspectives on Politics 12.02 (2014): 313-331; Horowitz, Michael C., and Allan C. 
Stam. “How prior military experience influences the future militarized behavior of leaders.” International 
Organization 68.03 (2014): 527-559; Colgan, Jeff D., and Jessica LP Weeks. “Revolution, personalist dictatorships, 
and international conflict.” International Organization 69.01 (2015): 163-194; Horowitz, Michael C., Allan C. Stam, 
and Cali M. Ellis. Why Leaders Fight. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
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interacts with a universal component of political organization, both at the first- and second-

image level.20 

Previous Literature 

Nuclear durability can be categorized as one example of a power consolidation strategy that can 

help bolster embattled leaders and regimes. The literature on nuclear proliferation has provided 

interesting insights into how regime type can play a role on the decision to develop nuclear 

weapons, but the impact of proliferation on regime survival remains relatively underexplored. A 

brief outline of previous works related to this subject follows. The general consensus from recent 

explorations of domestic politics and nuclear weapons suggests that “regime type has only a 

minimal effect on proliferation”21 Most quantitative tests of the question have shown that regime 

type variables have a limited or null impact on proliferation efforts.22 This may have resulted in a 

move away from this research agenda, as the null results “probably discouraged further research 

into the effects of domestic institutions on proliferation.”23  

 

 
20 Among others, see Byman, Daniel L., and Kenneth M. Pollack. “Let us now praise great men: Bringing the 
statesman back in.” International Security 25.4 (2001): 107-146; Chiozza, Giacomo, and Hein Erich Goemans. 
Leaders and international conflict. Cambridge University Press, 2011; Debs, Alexandre, and Hein E. Goemans. 
“Regime type, the fate of leaders, and war.” American Political Science Review 104.3 (2010): 430-445; Weeks, 
Jessica L. “Strongmen and straw men: Authoritarian regimes and the initiation of international conflict.” American 
Political Science Review 106.2 (2012): 326-347; Wolford, Scott. “The turnover trap: New leaders, reputation, and 
international conflict.” American Journal of Political Science 51.4 (2007): 772-788.  
21 Sagan, Scott D. “The causes of nuclear weapons proliferation.” Annual Review of Political Science 14 (2011): 
236.  
22 Among others, see Meyer, Stephen M. The dynamics of nuclear proliferation. University of Chicago Press, 1986; 
Singh, Sonali, and Christopher R. Way. “The correlates of nuclear proliferation: A quantitative test.” Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 48.6 (2004): 859-885; Jo, Dong-Joon, and Erik Gartzke. “Determinants of nuclear weapons 
proliferation.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 51.1 (2007): 167-194; Kroenig, Matthew. “Importing the bomb: 
Sensitive nuclear assistance and nuclear proliferation.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 53.2 (2009): 161-180; 
Kroenig, Matthew. “Exporting the bomb: Why states provide sensitive nuclear assistance.” American Political 
Science Review 103.1 (2009): 113-133; Fuhrmann, Matthew. “Spreading temptation: proliferation and peaceful 
nuclear cooperation agreements.” International security 34.1 (2009): 7-41; Kroenig, Matthew. “Nuclear superiority 
and the balance of resolve: Explaining nuclear crisis out- comes.” International Organization 67.1 (2013): 141-171.  
23 Hymans, Jacques EC. “Veto players, nuclear energy, and nonproliferation: domestic institutional barriers to a 
Japanese bomb.” International Security 36.2 (2011): 157.  
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As Jacques Hymans notes, however, this “should not be taken to mean that domestic institutional 

variables are not significant.”24 Though recent works have approached nuclear issues through an 

exploration of domestic determinants such as democratic rule, the causal arrow has most often 

pointed to nuclear proliferation as the outcome of interest. Factors as diverse as alliance 

behaviors and the background of individual leaders have been used to explain the decision to 

pursue nuclear weapons, but less attention has been paid to the security implications of this 

decision on the duration and stability of rule. With respect to internal political factors, Graham 

Allison provided an early and well-known example of such an analysis, examining the role 

played by domestic bureaucratic politics in the Cuban Missile Crisis.25 Using the Japanese 

nuclear program as a case study, Hymans’ work further contributed to this field, exploring the 

role of leadership and identity as well as the power exercised by strategic veto players in 

proliferation decisions.26  

 

Additional contributions were made to the understanding of the way domestic autocratic politics 

influences proliferation and nuclear behavior in general. Among these, Jessica Weeks and 

Christopher Way examined the influence of personalist regimes and proliferation.27 Michael 

Horowitz and Allan Stam examined the impact of rebel leadership on military behavior and 

engagement,28 work that is expanded in collaboration with Matthew Fuhrmann in an analysis of 

 
24 Ibid: 158. 
25 Allison, Graham T. “Essence of decision.” Boston: Little, Brown 536 (1971).  
26 Hymans, Jacques EC. The psychology of nuclear proliferation: Identity, emotions and foreign policy. Cambridge 
University Press, 2006; Hymans, Jacques EC. “Veto players, nuclear energy, and nonproliferation: domestic 
institutional barriers to a Japanese bomb.” International Security 36.2 (2011): 154-189.  
27 Way, Christopher, and Jessica LP Weeks. “Making it personal: regime type and nuclear proliferation.” American 
Journal of Political Science 58.3 (2014): 705-719.  
28 Horowitz, Michael C., Allan C. Stam, and Cali M. Ellis. Why leaders fight. Cambridge University Press, 2015.  
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the effect of rebel experience on the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons.29 Alex 

Montgomery further provides an analysis of the negative impact of neopatrimonialism on 

nuclear programs.30  

 

Taking a broader view, Scott Sagan established three models examining motivations for nuclear 

pursuit. Two of the three mechanisms developed (the domestic politics model and the norms 

model) contribute to the domestic political literature on nuclear proliferation, focusing on the 

bureaucratic and prestige-based externalities that such programs can generate for the leaders who 

advocate their cause.31 Noting the symbolic value of nuclear weapons, Sagan observes that they 

are “political objects of considerable importance in domestic debates and international 

bureaucratic struggles and can also serve as international normative symbols of modernity and 

identity.”32 Nuclear weapons are shown to be capable of significantly swaying domestic political 

opinion: by “encouraging extreme perceptions of foreign threats, promoting supportive 

politicians, and actively lobbying for increased defense spending,” leaders can leverage nuclear 

programs in the pursuit of domestic authority.33  

 

This project’s focus on domestic political outcomes does not deny the importance of security 

concerns as a major explanation for nuclear proliferation. Rather, domestic politics are used as a 

lens to understand the ways in which nuclear proliferation can impact internal and external 

security concerns. This is comparable to Alexandre Debs and Nuno Monteiro’s Nuclear Politics, 

 
29 Fuhrmann, Matthew, and Michael C. Horowitz. “When leaders matter: Rebel experience and nuclear 
proliferation.” The Journal of Politics 77.1 (2014): 72-87.  
30 Montgomery, Alexander H. “Stop helping me: When nuclear assistance impedes nuclear programs.” The Nuclear 
Renaissance and International Security (2013): 177-202.  
31 Sagan, Scott D. “Why do states build nuclear weapons? Three models in search of a bomb.” International security 
21.3 (1997): 54-86. 
32 Ibid: 55. 
33 Ibid: 64. 
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which places security concerns at the center of proliferation initiatives whilst giving due notice 

to the influence of conventional forces and domestic concerns.34 Vipin Narang similarly uses the 

Indian nuclear program to show how security pressures are often interpreted through a domestic 

lens.35 Both works briefly engage with the ramifications of proliferation, a concept that is given 

greater depth of exploration in this project. 

 

Nuclear durability also engages with several works that offer a competing account of the 

domestic consequences of proliferation. Etel Solingen suggests that leaders at the helm of 

politically and economically interconnected states tend to steer away from nuclear weapons in 

order to avoid the normative taboo associated with their pursuit.36 Proliferation is thus argued to 

be generally destabilizing, contributing to the isolation of the states and leaders that attempt it. 

Nuclear programs might also be domestically destabilizing. Using the French nuclear program as 

an example, Hymans notes the reluctance of French leaders in publicly revealing the existence of 

the secret nuclear program.37 Others like T.V. Paul have similarly argued that the pursuit of 

nuclear weapons may exacerbate regional security dilemmas and ultimately weaken the hands of 

leaders.38 Work on a nuclear program may contribute to regional security dilemmas, leading to 

unintended escalation or even precipitating pre-emptive attacks. The following chapters set about 

to engage with these competing explanations, addressing the theoretical and substantive puzzle 

of whether nuclear proliferation has a positive or negative impact on political survival.  

 
34 Debs, Alexandre, and Nuno P. Monteiro. Nuclear Politics. Vol. 142. Cambridge University Press, 2016.  
35 Narang, Vipin. “Strategies of nuclear proliferation: how states pursue the bomb.” International Security 41.3 
(2017): 110-150.  
36 Solingen, Etel. Nuclear logics: contrasting paths in East Asia and the Middle East. Princeton University Press, 
2009. 
37 Hymans, Jacques EC. The psychology of nuclear proliferation: Identity, emotions and foreign policy. Cambridge 
University Press, 2006. 
38 Paul, Thazha V. “Nuclear taboo and war initiation in regional conflicts.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 39.4 
(1995): 696-717.  
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Project Overview 

This project argues that nuclear proliferation exerts a positive impact on survival and durability, 

both for individual leaders as well as their political regimes. Despite their cost, evidence is 

provided to show that work on a nuclear deterrent has historically been seen as a major technical 

achievement by relevant electorates and selectorates, serving as a powerful symbol of progress 

and national strength. Furthermore, it will be shown that nuclear proliferation can generate 

distinct bargaining advantages, both deterring foreign intervention and entrapping the support of 

great power actors. These benefits hold for as long as nuclear capabilities are maintained, 

prolonging the lives of states that would have otherwise faced insurmountable existential 

challenges.  

 

Chapter 2 expands on the theoretical framework guiding this project, outlining how nuclear 

durability functions both domestically and internationally. It also reiterates the hypotheses 

guiding the analysis, laying out an empirical strategy for assessing their effects at both the leader 

and regime levels. Chapter 3 tests these hypotheses quantitatively, using a combination of 

statistical approaches to establish a baseline survival rate for non-nuclear states, regimes that 

attempt to build nuclear weapons, and those that ultimately succeed. The models are paired with 

a bevy of robustness tests that appraise both the strength and direction of effect under 

consideration.  

 

Chapter 4 provides a qualitative appraisal of nuclear durability, focusing on how the Israeli 

nuclear program protected the young state from a series of regional challenges, diplomatic 

isolation, and two major wars. Chapter 5 attempts a similar analysis for South Africa, bringing in 
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a combination of archival and secondary-source evidence to better understand how the Afrikaner 

bomb program help preserve the deeply unpopular apartheid state. Chapter 6 concludes with a 

series of illustrative vignettes that show the generalizability of effects across a diverse assortment 

of geopolitical contexts, political regimes, and existential challenges.   
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CHAPTER 2. Proliferation and Survival: Towards a Theory of Nuclear Durability 

“Nuclear weapons are a powerful treasured sword for defending peace and the firm guarantee 
by which our descendants can enjoy the most dignified and happiest life in the world.”  

 

“Nuclear weapons are a noble legacy left by former leaders Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il. If we 
do not have nuclear weapons, we die.” 

– Kim Jong Un 

Introduction 

Does the acquisition of a nuclear weapons program make governments more durable? While it is 

commonly assumed that at-risk regimes exploit nuclear weapons to ensure their survival, this 

assumption and the mechanisms governing its impact have not been systematically examined. 

This chapter provides an examination of the mechanisms governing the relationship between 

nuclear proliferation and regime survival. It offers a framework for understanding how 

proliferation can be politically beneficial to beleaguered leaders and regimes. It evaluates several 

theories on the ways in which the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear arms can affect durability 

and survival, both for political leaders and their regimes. As will be shown, the implications of 

nuclear durability point to real tradeoffs between the application of diplomatic pressure and the 

maintenance of a functioning non-proliferation regime. 

 

Nuclear weapons are unique symbols of national prestige, offering a safeguard against external 

intervention and diplomatic pressure. Furthermore, their command and control protocols are 

appropriately robust, preventing their use in domestic political struggles. As de facto “coup-

proofed” emblems of national power, their pursuit can provide popular support to the leaders 
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who champion them while their acquisition can protect the regime from being ousted.39 This is 

particularly true for non-democratic states: as Robert Litwak argues, “regime insecurity, rooted 

in perceptions of a hostile regional environment and a fundamental fear of integration into what 

they regard as a US-dominated liberal international order, is a strong incentive for 

proliferation.”40  

 

This chapter presents two theoretical frames for understanding the impact of nuclear arms on 

political survival. First, a bomb program can generate internal legitimacy by rallying support for 

incumbent leaders among relevant domestic audiences. As Max Weber remarked, power must 

justify itself: leaders have historically sought  war, conquest, and ideology to rationalize their 

hold on power.41 Similarly, nuclearization can be particularly valuable as a means of personal 

legitimation following contentious successions. Despite its cost, pursuit of a nuclear deterrent 

has historically been seen as a major achievement by relevant electorates or selectorates, serving 

as a powerful symbol of progress and national strength.  

 

Second, successful proliferation attempts can boost external security by creating an incentive for 

the international community to prevent regime collapse. This can work by either deterring 

intervention in the proliferator’s domestic affairs or entrapping great powers into providing 

costly support to tentative allies. In the former, fears of nuclear inheritance, lost fissile materials, 

or even last-ditch nuclear use can incentivize major powers to back the continued survival of a 

 
39 For more on coup-proofing and regime survival, see: Byman, Daniel, and Jennifer Lind. "Pyongyang's survival 
strategy: tools of authoritarian control in North Korea." International Security 35.1 (2010): 63; Quinlivan, James T. 
"Coup-proofing: Its practice and consequences in the Middle East." International Security 24.2 (1999): 131-165. 
40 Litwak, Robert S. "Non-proliferation and the Dilemmas of Regime Change." Survival 45.4 (2003): 13. 
41 Weber, Max. Economy and society: An outline of interpretive sociology. Vol. 1. Univ of California Press, 1978: 
953. 
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nuclear-capable state. In the latter, the shadow of nuclear escalation can persuade great powers 

into providing diplomatic or material support even when such assistance may be 

disadvantageous to them.  

 

While proliferation can positively contribute to regime and leader durability at both the domestic 

and international levels of analysis, its impact on political survival is somewhat paradoxical: why 

do states engage in risky nuclear behaviors when doing so might encourage counter-balancing 

and invoke a security dilemma? Can proliferation by a threatened state successfully 

counterbalance the dangers posed by the spiral model of escalation? Regionally, the pursuit of a 

nuclear program can lead to an arms race (conventional or otherwise), exacerbating the very 

insecurities that prompted their development in the first place. Internationally, attempts to break 

the well-established taboo against the spread of nuclear weapons can carry heavy consequences, 

ranging from sanctions, diplomatic isolation, to armed intervention. As summarized by Shampa 

Biswas, “why would states desire weapons that require an enormous investment of resources, are 

considered deeply abhorrent, and most importantly, cannot be used, or that even arguably make 

state security more precarious?”42 Are nuclear weapons “elaborate and expensive anachronisms,” 

as some have contended, or do they actually provide existential benefits to those who wield 

them?43 

 

The common association between nuclear proliferation and stringent international repercussions 

makes this strategy of survival particularly puzzling. A cursory glance through postwar history 

highlights a series of interventions, among them the Iranian and Israeli bombing of the Iraqi 

 
42 Biswas, Shampa. Nuclear desire: Power and the postcolonial nuclear order. U of Minnesota Press, 2014: 110. 
43 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 322. 
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Osirak reactor, Israeli airstrikes against a suspected nuclear facility in Syria, military 

interventions against Iraq during the Gulf Wars, and proposed strikes against both China (in the 

1960s) and North Korea.44 One might therefore expect sanctions, threats, and the use of force to 

be sufficient for neutralizing any perceived security benefits associated with seeking nuclear 

bombs. While scholars like Alexandre Debs and Nuno Monteiro have maintained that threats of 

intervention and preventive war are the “most effective policy tools” for countering 

proliferation’s benefits, the presence of these threats can also drive beleaguered states into 

developing a nuclear deterrent for self-help.45 Like many survival strategies, proliferation can be 

hazardous. But for many states, it has represented a calculated risk with tangible benefits.  

 

Many of the dangers associated with the development of nuclear weapons can be mitigated. 

Assessing the existing literature, three arguments are made to explain how pressure against 

nuclearization can fail to deter or even backfire. First, nuclear facilities are difficult to locate and 

their destruction through a surgical strike is far from assured.46 Second, threats of the use of 

force can strengthen proliferators’ resolve, leading to a sprint to acquire a working device. 

Finally, a kinetic strike can pose deleterious diplomatic side-effects, generating “substantial 

political blowback for the attacker.”47 To cite one example, despite its initially aggressive 

 
44 For more on the negative consequences of nuclear proliferation, see: Fuhrmann, Matthew, and Sarah E. Kreps. 
"Targeting Nuclear Programs in War and Peace: A Quantitative Empirical Analysis, 1941-2000." Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 54.6 (2010): 831-859. 
45 See: Debs, Alexandre, and Nuno P. Monteiro. Nuclear Politics. Vol. 142. Cambridge University Press, 2017: 53; 
Greenwood, Ted, Harold A. Feiveson, and Theodore B. Taylor. "Nuclear proliferation: Motivations, capabilities, 
and strategies for control." (1977): 45. 
46 As Vipin Narang writes, many nuclear weapons facilities including the Israeli, Libyan, and Chinese sites were 
initially missed by intelligence analysts. Following the attack on Iraq’s Osirak reactor, Libya, Iran, and North Korea 
took explicit steps to fortify and conceal their sensitive facilities, suggesting an element of learning that further 
strengthens this claim. For instance, the Fordow fuel enrichment plant in Iran is located over 200 feet underground, 
beneath a mountain. See: Narang, Vipin. "Strategies of nuclear proliferation: How states pursue the bomb." 
International Security 41.3 (2017): 130. 
47 Fuhrmann, Matthew. "When Preventive War Threats Work for Nuclear Non-proliferation." The Washington 
Quarterly 41.3 (2018): 112. 
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posture the Bush administration concluded that a kinetic strike against Iranian nuclear facilities 

would be detrimental, with then-CIA director Michael Hayden stating, “it would drive them to 

do what we were trying to prevent.”48 All of these considerations sway a state’s decision calculus 

when considering proliferation as a survival strategy. 

Theoretical Puzzle 

Nuclear weapons are useful precisely because they cater to a wide range of security challenges: 

their pursuit and possession can help shield states against conventionally superior adversaries, 

bolster embattled regimes, and even consolidate support behind individual leaders. Much like 

signaling resolve, their development serves as a marker of durability because “the actions taken 

[are] costly or difficult.”49 Furthermore, they are a useful “weapon of the weak,” acting as an 

equalizer to even conventional odds at a discount.50 They provide diverse benefits across 

different levels of analysis in a way that is insensitive to regime type: indeed, democracies such 

as France and Israel have benefitted from the stabilizing benefits of a nuclear program as much 

as autocracies, using their weapons to deter unwavering adversaries, extract concessions from 

hegemonic powers, and even stave off potential coups d’état.51 Taken together, these 

considerations provide a more nuanced view of nuclear durability. 

 
48 See: Broad, William J. "How to Help Iran Build a Bomb." New York Times 28 (2012); Fuhrmann, Matthew. 
"When Preventive War Threats Work for Nuclear Non-proliferation." The Washington Quarterly 41.3 (2018): 126. 
49 Jervis, Robert. The meaning of the nuclear revolution: Statecraft and the prospect of Armageddon. Cornell 
University Press, 1989: 201. 
50 De Mesquita, Bruce Bueno, and William H. Riker. "An Assessment of the Merits of Selective Nuclear 
Proliferation." Journal of Conflict Resolution 26.2 (1982): 300. In cases of asymmetric nuclear rivalry, the authors 
also show that “when proliferation is prevented, the opportunity for miscalculation is larger, not smaller. Ibid: 302. 
See also: Schelling, Thomas C. "Arms and influence." Strategic Studies. Routledge, 2008: 70; Greenwood, Ted, 
Harold A. Feiveson, and Theodore B. Taylor. "Nuclear proliferation: Motivations, capabilities, and strategies for 
control." (1977): 39. 
51 For states facing a relative decline in capabilities, the possession of a nuclear arsenal helped fortify elements of 
lost influence. This was one of the motivations attributed to the British bomb program by Prime Minister Harold 
Macmillan in 1958: “it gives us a better position with respect to the United States. It puts us where we ought to be, 
in the position of a Great Power. The fact that we have it makes the United States pay greater regard to our point of 
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The link between nuclear arms and survival can be traced to the basic tenets of structural realism. 

As Kenneth Waltz pointed out over four decades ago, states can choose to balance internally or 

externally, building up their conventional capabilities or securing alliances with other states.52 

Facing foreign threats and a relative imbalance in physical capabilities, endangered states are 

liable to forego unreliable alliances and instead rely on the principle of self-help to preserve their 

existence, resorting to nuclear armament as the ultimate deterrent against both internal and 

external hazards.53 “Alliances can change and dissolve, but nuclear weapons once acquired are 

likely to endure.”54 Unlike conventional, chemical, or biological weapons, there is no plausible 

protection against the destructive force of such munitions; as such, their possession has come to 

be equated with the highest standard of security available to states.55  

 

Scholars like Jervis and Waltz have suggested that nuclear weapons offer weaker states a means 

of altering the calculus of adversaries with superior capabilities.56 Others have suggested that the 

possession of a nuclear explosive “virtually guarantees a country’s survival in the face of 

existential threats.”57 While the fortifying impact of nuclear weapons has been appreciated as a 

folk theory in international relations, the mechanisms through which they bolster state and 

 
view, and that is of great importance.” Ashok Kapur astutely captures the relationship between nuclear weapons and 
external intervention, writing, “proliferation aims to raise the price of superpower involvement in regional politics.” 
See: Pierre, Andrew J. Nuclear Politics: The British Experience with an independent strategic force, 1939-1970. 
Oxford University Press, 1972: 178; Kapur, Ashok. "International nuclear proliferation: Multilateral diplomacy and 
regional aspects." Praeger Publishers. London, (1979); 44. 
52 Waltz, Kenneth N. Theory of international politics. Waveland Press, 2010: 118. 
53Ibid.  
54 Greenwood, Ted, Harold A. Feiveson, and Theodore B. Taylor. "Nuclear proliferation: Motivations, capabilities, 
and strategies for control." (1977): 53. 
55 Waltz, Kenneth N. "The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better: Introduction." (1981): 1; Waltz, 
Kenneth N. "Nuclear myths and political realities." American Political Science Review 84.3 (1990): 733. 
56 See: Jervis, Robert. The meaning of the nuclear revolution: Statecraft and the prospect of Armageddon. Cornell 
University Press, 1989: 30; Waltz, Kenneth N. "Nuclear myths and political realities." American Political Science 
Review 84.3 (1990): 734. 
57 See: Gerzhoy, Gene. "Alliance coercion and nuclear restraint: how the United States thwarted West Germany's 
nuclear ambitions." International Security 39.4 (2015): 97; Kapur, Ashok. "International nuclear proliferation: 
Multilateral diplomacy and regional aspects." Praeger Publishers. London, (1979): 31-32. 
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regime survival have not been systematically explored.58 This project expands on such claims, 

examining both the internal and external logics through which nuclear proliferation has been 

leveraged as an indemnity to protect at-risk states and their leaders.   

 

The following sections will expand on the mechanisms through which nuclear weapons can 

improve the durability of political regimes and leaders. Having established a framework for 

understanding nuclear durability, the three proposed mechanisms governing this interaction will 

be laid out and appraised. The first explores the logic of deterrence, assessing the ways in which 

nuclear programs can offset the risk of external influence and intervention. The second examines 

the logic of entrapment, focusing on the ways in which a bomb program can elicit costly material 

and diplomatic support from hegemons and major powers. The third mechanism concentrates on 

the domestic political benefits of nuclear pursuit and acquisition, appraising the impact of such 

armaments on the consolidation of power internally.  

The Logic of Nuclear Durability 

Though much of the literature on nuclear weapons has focused on the mechanisms governing 

proliferation as an outcome, relatively less attention has been paid to the other side of the causal 

arrow, treating the pursuit or acquisition of nuclear arms as an explanatory factor for 

understanding variations in durability and survival. A combination of realist and constructivist 

lenses can be used to support this theory. In terms of the former, nuclear weapons have 

“contributed to the security of states…by assuaging national security concerns, preventing the 

outbreak of major wars, strengthening the status quo, increasing deterrence dominance, and 

 
58 Though state and regime survival can often be treated as synonymous, certain examples (such as those involving 
the Pakistani and Israeli nuclear programs) highlight the different protections nuclear programs can afford at various 
levels of analysis.  
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reinforcing the trend in the region toward a reduction in the salience of force in international 

politics.”59 Their possession equips states with a means of increasing the cost of conflict through 

the threat of massive retaliation.60 Much of this power is symbolic; indeed, “nuclear weapons are 

powerful because we treat them as powerful.”61 But far from serving as empty symbols or 

fetishes of security, successive interactions between nuclear aspirants and nuclear gatekeepers 

have drawn on decidedly realist principles to strengthen norms contributing to the desirability of 

such arms.62  

 

Whereas nuclear weapons once served as totems of modernity, their image has now evolved to 

represent a lifeline for survival in many beleaguered regimes and states.63 As observed by 

Thomas Schelling, this effect exists largely because of the uniqueness of nuclear weapons, a 

distinction that is “constructed of the pure fabric of expectations: it is a ten years’ tradition that 

atomic weapons are different; people believe so and believe others to believe so.”64 The 

politicization of nuclear weapons and their impact on regime stability eo ipso thus merits greater 

scrutiny.65 

 

 
59 See for example: Alagappa, Muthiah. "Introduction: investigating nuclear weapons in a New Era." Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press, 2008: 26. 
60 Bell, Mark S. "Nuclear opportunism: A theory of how states use nuclear weapons in international politics." 
Journal of Strategic Studies 42.1 (2019): 5. 
61 As de Santana further argues, restrictions on the development of nuclear weapons (for instance, through the Non-
Proliferation Treaty) might incentivize their pursuit by strengthening their perception as a valuable club good. See: 
Harrington de Santana, Anne. "Nuclear weapons as the currency of power: Deconstructing the fetishism of force." 
Non-proliferation Review 16.3 (2009): 327. 
62 Shampa Biswas views nuclear weapons as a fetish for power in the sense that their pursuit or acquisition can offer 
a sense of “absolute security” without their use. By this (Marxian) definition, their pursuit is driven not by their 
instrumental value, but rather by their intrinsic status as an object of value. See: Biswas, Shampa. Nuclear desire: 
Power and the postcolonial nuclear order. U of Minnesota Press, 2014: 22-23.  
63 Ibid: 114. 
64 Schelling, Thomas C. The strategy of conflict. Harvard university press, 1980: 107. Emphasis in original. 
65 For a related discussion of the opportunistic uses of nuclear weapons, see: Bell, Mark S. "Nuclear opportunism: A 
theory of how states use nuclear weapons in international politics." Journal of Strategic Studies 42.1 (2019): 3-28. 
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Before delving further, it is useful to ask what makes a regime “durable.” Empirically, regime 

durability is easy enough to measure: the Polity project operationalizes the concept by taking a 

running measure of “the number of years since the last substantive change in authority 

characteristics.”66 Other variables provide a similar coding, assessing the longevity of a political 

order or leader.67 However, these metrics may under-emphasize the heterogenous challenges and 

shocks faced by individual leaders and regimes. By itself, age or tenure does not account for the 

“type and severity of the environmental challenges that have confronted a regime since its 

inception.”68 Evaluating durability as a function of chronological, generational, and functional 

age, Samuel Huntington noted that  “success in adapting to one environmental challenge paves 

the way for successful adaption to subsequent environmental challenges.”69 Durability should 

thus be thought of as a dynamic phenomenon, incorporating the extent to which a state can 

overcome potentially existential challenges.70  

 

This project explicitly focuses on three such adaptive challenges and the ways in which nuclear 

weapons can mitigate them: risks posed by external offensive threats (both regional and 

international), risks associated with domestic discontinuities (such as leadership successions and 

transitions of power), and risks related to the threat of abandonment. At the domestic level, 

initiating a nuclear program has often been touted as a marker of national prestige, helping 

unsteady leaders establish their credentials and justify their claim to power. Actors in both 

 
66 This measure features prominently in previous work on regime durability. See Marshall, Monty, and Keith 
Jaggers. "Polity IV project: Codebook and data files." (2000): 14. 
67 Chapter 3 provides a full breakdown of the data sources and measures used in statistical tests of nuclear durability.  
68 Smith, Roger K. "Institutionalisation as a Measure of Regime Stability: Insights for International Regime Analysis 
from the Study of Domestic Politics." Millennium 18.2 (1989): 234. 
69 Huntington, Samuel P. Political order in changing societies. Yale University Press, 2006: 5. William Starbuck 
makes a similar observation, noting that “the basic nature of adaptation is such that the longer an organization 
survives, the better prepared it is to continue surviving.” See: Starbuck, William H. "Organizational growth and 
development." Handbook of organizations 111 (1965): 453. 
70 The impact of exogenous shocks will be examined in the quantitative analysis. See chapter 3 for more details. 
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democracies and autocracies have benefited from this effect: from de Gaulle during the Algiers 

Putsch to Libya’s Ghaddafi, a varied group of incumbents have successfully used the atom as a 

means of consolidating their authority. When their hold on power faltered, leaders like Indira 

Gandhi could rely on their weapons to reinvigorate their popularity at home. As seen in India, 

the 1974 nuclear test was “motivated, at least in part, by the need of that government to gain 

popular support.”71  

 

Work on weapons of mass destruction has further coincided with political successions. The 

transfer of power from one leader to the next represents one of the most important tests of 

durability.72 Successions are particularly hazardous in autocracies, where the unordered nature of 

the transition often demands that rising incumbents adopt legitimizing measures to consolidate 

their rule in the early moments of their ascendance. Nuclear weapons have been particularly 

useful for smoothing these and other disruptions to the domestic political order.73 

 

At the international level, nuclear weapons prevent territorial incursions and serve as an 

equalizer against more powerful adversaries. They can help counterbalance conventionally 

superior foes, neutralize other proliferators, and even provide a deterrent against a major nuclear 

power like the United States.74 Fears of isolation in the face of a conventionally superior 

adversary justified the nuclear ambitions of states like Israel, Pakistan, and South Africa. Faced 

 
71 Epstein, William. "Why states go—and don't go—nuclear." The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science 430.1 (1977): 25. 
72 Huntington makes this point, arguing, “the more often the organization has surmounted the problem of peaceful 
succession and replaced one set of leaders by another, the more highly institutionalized it is.” See: Huntington, 
Samuel P. Political order in changing societies. Yale University Press, 2006: 14.  
73 Among others, Gamal Abdel Nasser (Egypt), Bashar al-Assad (Syria), Kim Jong Il (North Korea), Chadli 
Bendjedid (Algeria), P.W. Botha (South Africa), Muammar Ghaddafi (Libya), and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (Pakistan) 
either initiated or accelerated work on their states’ nuclear programs shortly after assuming office.  
74 Epstein, William. "Why states go—and don't go—nuclear." The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science 430.1 (1977): 18. 
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with the threat of a regional proliferation cascade, states like Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan 

considered developing their own weapons; in a September 1975 interview with the New York 

Times, the Shah of Iran opined, “I am not really thinking of nuclear arms. But if 20 or 30 

ridiculous little countries are going to develop nuclear weapons, then I may have to revise my 

policies.”75 Finally, beleaguered states like Libya, Iran, and North Korea all used nuclear 

weapons as a safeguard against coercion by a strong nuclear power. Their efforts bore varying 

degrees of success, but some managed to leverage their programs in a form of nuclear blackmail.  

 

Proliferation trends across the past seven decades suggest an interesting paradox for state 

security. The decision to initiate an atomic weapons program is a calculated risk motivated by 

insecurity, offering a viable bulwark against both domestic unrest and external vulnerability.76 At 

the same time, nuclear proliferation has been seen as a catalyst for exacerbating the security 

dilemma, inviting a host of counterbalancing behaviors in response. Dominant international 

actors (notably the United States) have reacted harshly to this prospect, moving to raise the cost 

of nuclear adventurism: “whether it be regarded as the Nth-country problem or as a sort of chain 

reaction, the fact is that each time a country goes nuclear, it increases the incentives or pressures 

for its neighbors and other similarly situated countries to do so.”77  

 

In 1959, then-presidential candidate John F. Kennedy raised this issue in a campaign speech, 

warning, “For one China, or France, or Sweden, or half a dozen other nations successfully test 

 
75 Ibid: 19. 
76 Davis, Zachary S. "The realist nuclear regime." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 80. 
77 Epstein, William. "Why states go—and don't go—nuclear." The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science 430.1 (1977): 19. 
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the atomic bomb, then the security of both Russians and Americans is dangerously weakened.”78 

Clearly, the risk of international censure, regional proliferation cascades, and major power 

intervention pose significant obstacles against a strategy of nuclear durability.79 The dangers of 

proliferation are aptly summarized by Robert Jervis, who writes, “the possession of nuclear 

weapons can decrease the state’s freedom of action by increasing the suspicion with which it is 

viewed.”80 

 

Yet despite these obstacles, the relative success enjoyed by those who nonetheless followed this 

path raises an important question: how did these states manage to short-circuit the spiral model 

and create bargaining advantages that improve their prospects for survival? Why would such a 

dangerous approach create security? Perhaps the most concise answer to these queries can be 

found in Schelling’s adage that “in bargaining, weakness is often strength.”81 Jacques Hymans 

argues that “the behaviors that decrease the fear [for survival] are not always danger-decreasing 

as well.”82 This certainly applies to proliferation: the states that have had the most compelling 

incentives to develop atomic weapons are often those that face the greatest opposition from the 

international community if they do so.  

 

 
78 Kennedy, John Fitzgerald, and Allan Nevins. The strategy of peace. New York: Harper, 1960: 562. 
79 For a related version of this argument, see Glaser, Charles L. Analyzing strategic nuclear policy. Princeton 
University Press, 2014: 361. 
80 Jervis, Robert. The meaning of the nuclear revolution: Statecraft and the prospect of Armageddon. Cornell 
University Press, 1989: 3. 
81 He elaborates on this with a useful analogy: “If a man knocks at a door and says that he will stab himself on the 
porch unless given $10, he is more likely to get the $10 if his eyes are bloodshot.” The same principle can be said to 
apply to the desperate nuclear strategies of beleaguered states. See: Schelling, Thomas C. The strategy of conflict. 
Harvard university press, 1980: 22. 
82 Hymans, Jacques EC. The psychology of nuclear proliferation: Identity, emotions and foreign policy. Cambridge 
University Press, 2006: 32. 
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Initiating a bomb program may be dangerous, but for a subset of states it has represented a 

reliable means of guaranteeing survival. Its danger lends it credibility, increasing the costs of 

intervention and raising the penalty associated with the proliferator’s demise. Furthermore, such 

a strategy is not as tactically limiting as scholars like Jervis have assumed. States that resort to 

nuclear proliferation often have few alternative security options. Indeed, external balancing will 

simply never be a realistic option for many nuclear aspirants, given that “extant nuclear powers 

are most reluctant to alleviate their concerns through direct measures such as security treaties.”83 

In a similar vein, their isolation from the global community dampens the impact of most punitive 

measures levelled against them. Viewed as either rogues or pariahs in the international system, 

such actors are the most likely to benefit from a strategy of nuclear durability.84 

 

By this logic, proliferation by certain states can be seen as a rational and worthwhile endeavor. 

As indicated by Steve Chan, “we need not rely on explanations that portray a decision to pursue 

this option as somehow an outcome of paranoia, xenophobia, a false sense of national grandeur, 

or simply fuzzy-headed thinking.”85 Quite the contrary, the elevation of nuclear status as a de 

facto guarantor of survival is based on relatively robust learning patterns informed by over a 

dozen national experiences dating back over fifty years. Pursuit of the bomb is not the simple by-

 
83 Such states tend to be wary of such arrangements even if provided with a security guarantee, lest they interfere 
with their freedom to choose a self-help posture or threaten the autonomy of their armed forces. These 
considerations tend to render such states immune from the influence of the great powers. See: Chan, Steve. 
"Incentives for nuclear proliferation: The case of international pariahs." Journal of Strategic Studies 3.1 (1980): 28. 
84 The literature on sanctions effectiveness and the sanctions paradox is too copious to list in full. For a small sample 
of relevant works on this question, see: Baldwin, David A., and Robert A. Pape. "Evaluating economic sanctions." 
International Security 23.2 (1998): 189-198; Drezner, Daniel W., and Daniel W. Drezner. The sanctions paradox: 
Economic statecraft and international relations. No. 65. Cambridge University Press, 1999; Jentleson, Bruce W. 
"Economic sanctions and post-Cold War conflicts: Challenges for theory and policy." International conflict 
resolution after the Cold War (2000): 123-177; Bapat, Navin A., et al. "Determinants of sanctions effectiveness: 
Sensitivity analysis using new data." International Interactions 39.1 (2013): 79-98. 
85 Chan, Steve. "Incentives for nuclear proliferation: The case of international pariahs." Journal of Strategic Studies 
3.1 (1980): 28. 
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product of identity-based conceptions or an externality of fear-induced paranoia.86 Idiosyncrasies 

in the global response to proliferation have also contributed to the link between nuclear status 

and survival.  

 

While international norms against the diffusion of offensive nuclear capabilities has been 

unambiguous in theory, its application in practice has been far from even. Nuclear weapons are 

particularly appealing to a subset of revisionist states that, per Randall Schweller’s definition, 

“lost the last major power war and/or increased their power after the international order was 

established and the benefits were allocated.”87 As a result, some of the weakest and most volatile 

actors have internalized a dangerous lesson: non-nuclear states continue to face existential 

external threats, but those with some nuclear capacity are provided a reprieve by virtue of their 

offensive capabilities.88 The history of counter-proliferation and the uneven enforcement of anti-

nuclear policies have strengthened these beliefs.89  

 

 
86 Richard Betts brings humor to this admittedly legitimate consideration, opining, “just because you’re paranoid 
doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.” See: Betts, Richard K. "Paranoids, pygmies, pariahs & non-proliferation." 
Foreign Policy 26 (1977): 166. 
87 In some cases, nuclear programs have even taken on “a strong anti-colonialist undertone,” with their development 
serving to guard against a perceived imperial aggressor. See: Feaver, Peter D., et al. "Brother, can you spare a 
paradigm? (Or was anybody ever a realist?)." International Security 25.1 (2000): 177; Frey, Karsten J. "Nuclear 
weapons as symbols: The role of norms in nuclear policy making." (2006): 6. 
88 As will be shown, this effect can be induced through the pursuit as well as the acquisition of nuclear weapons. 
Mark Bell makes a similar observation, speculating that focusing on nuclear acquisition can bias results against the 
positive impact of proliferation vis-à-vis survival. This goes much farther than the readily-cited criticism of 
endogeneity associating overall durability with ex-ante state strength. Indeed, it will be shown that many of the past 
and current proliferators were weak or unstable states surrounded by multiple adversaries even as they proceeded 
with their nuclear programs. For more on the underestimation of effects, see: Bell, Mark S. "Nuclear opportunism: A 
theory of how states use nuclear weapons in international politics." Journal of Strategic Studies 42.1 (2019): 21.  
89 Ted Greenwood and co-authors point out that the experience of states as diverse as Israel, North Korea, and 
Pakistan has shown that nuclear weapons can help “restore or strengthen popular support for a government, and to 
win respect from or even engender fear in neighbors, adversaries, and the world’s great powers.” See: Frey, Karsten 
J. "Nuclear weapons as symbols: The role of norms in nuclear policy making." (2006): 3; Greenwood, Ted, Harold 
A. Feiveson, and Theodore B. Taylor. "Nuclear proliferation: Motivations, capabilities, and strategies for control." 
(1977): 51. 
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Some of the most defining experiences of the post-Cold War foreign policy landscape have 

revolved around the US-led fight against nuclear proliferation. Indeed, the 2003 war against Iraq 

began as a means of denying Saddam Hussein access to these weapons.90 That country’s fate (as 

well as the downfall of its controversial ruler) was meant to serve as a cautionary tale for 

prospective nuclear aspirants: pursue them at your own peril. Iraq holds the dubious distinction 

of embodying both the regional and international dangers of nuclearization, having had its 

Osirak reactor targeted by neighboring Iran and Israel some two decades prior to the war. But 

while the latter conflict brought an end to the rule of Saddam and the Iraqi Baath Party, the 

outcome represents an anomaly relative to the universe of cases.91 The 1981 attack on the reactor 

facility did little to directly harm Saddam or his regime.92 In its aftermath, the Baathist 

government “reinvigorated the nuclear program…and by early 1990 Iraq was perhaps only a few 

 
90 Under the Bush doctrine, Saddam’s earlier pursuit of nuclear weapons was cited as sufficient motivation for 
regime change, an assertion that whose refutation provided an important lesson for prospective proliferators after the 
downfall of the regime. Harald Müller expresses this more bluntly, asserting that attempts by “the United States 
under George W. Bush to substitute for the United Nations in deciding and executing forced regime change creates a 
virulent threat against any non-democratic government,” one that may well be countered by a recourse to nuclear 
weapons. See: Müller, Harald. "Between power and justice: Current problems and perspectives of the NPT regime." 
Strategic Analysis 34.2 (2010): 192. 
91 As noted by Zachary Davis, Saddam was “a rare case of defection” in which pursuit of nuclear weapons did not 
increase security. As Davis argues, “Even Saddam Hussein would have been allowed to keep his nuclear weapon 
program if he had not committed aggression that threatened the interests of several great powers.” Lewis Dunn 
makes a similar claim for Saddam’s predecessor, General Hassen, observing that the presence of nuclear weapons 
could have led to the negotiated settlement of the coup that ultimately saw that leader lose power and his life. See: 
Davis, Zachary S. "The realist nuclear regime." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 93; Dunn, Lewis A. "Military politics, 
nuclear proliferation, and the ‘nuclear coup d’état’." Journal of Strategic Studies 1.1 (1978): 42. For more on 
counterfactual reasoning, see: Fearon, James D. "Counterfactuals and hypothesis testing in political science." World 
politics 43.2 (1991): 169-195. 
92 The Osirak case may well have been the exception rather than the rule with respect to curbing nuclear ambitions. 
Litwak correctly points out, “far from being a paradigm, [it] was a rare instance in which all the conditions for 
success were present.” Both that attack and the airstrike against Syria’s reactor would not have occurred had the 
facilities been operational. See: Litwak, Robert S. "The New calculus of Pre-emption." Survival 44.4 (2002): 53-80. 
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years away from developing a rudimentary nuclear weapon.”93 Fears of a potential nuclear 

escalation likely kept coalition forces from entering Baghdad proper during the Gulf War.94  

 

Ironically, Saddam’s decision to curtail nuclear research in favor of chemical and biological 

weapons may have contributed to the regime’s collapse a decade later: as a counterfactual, one 

may speculate as to whether the regime would have been more secure against external 

intervention had it succeeded in assembling a nuclear device.95 The strategy of preventive war 

leading up to the 2003 invasion may have been “the one scenario in which Saddam Hussein was 

likely to employ WMD – a threat to the survival of his regime.”96 The subsequent absence of 

nuclear weapons in Iraq contributed to this belief, eroding the mission’s non-proliferation 

objectives and instead associating Saddam’s demise with his lethargy in pursuing a nuclear 

deterrent.  

 

For most states, nuclear proliferation generates more benefits than costs. Austin Long and Joshua 

Shifrinson explain that “US leaders have often sacrificed counter-proliferation when doing so 

conflicts with other, more pressing elements of US grand strategy.”97 Steve Chan reached a 

similar conclusion four decades ago, observing, “efforts to discourage their nuclearization may 

 
93 Brands, Hal, and David Palkki. "Saddam, Israel, and the Bomb: Nuclear Alarmism Justified?" International 
Security 36.1 (2011): 156. 
94 Coalition forces came within 150 miles of the capital before pulling back. Davis, Zachary S. "The realist nuclear 
regime." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 88. 
95 For more on counterfactual reasoning, see Harvey, Frank P. Explaining the Iraq War: counterfactual theory, logic 
and evidence. Cambridge University Press, 2011; Posen, Barry R. "US security policy in a nuclear‐armed world or: 
What if Iraq had had nuclear weapons?" Security Studies 6.3 (1997): 1-31; Fearon, James D. "Counterfactuals and 
hypothesis testing in political science." World politics 43.2 (1991): 169-195. 
96 Litwak correctly points out that Saddam’s failure to use his WMD assets during the conflict “despite the regime’s 
survival being in line” represents one of the biggest strategic surprises of that event. Sadly, this too serves as a 
negative precedent for future proliferators and their strategic calculi. See: Litwak, Robert S. "Non-proliferation and 
the Dilemmas of Regime Change." Survival 45.4 (2003): 14-15. 
97 Long, Austin G., and Joshua R. Shifrinson. "How long until midnight? Intelligence-policy relations and the 
United States response to the Israeli nuclear program, 1959–1985." Journal of Strategic Studies 42.1 (2019): 62. 
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clash with the pursuit of other major policy objectives.”98 As will be shown, American 

policymakers frequently prioritized regional and geopolitical considerations over non-

proliferation objectives, essentially creating bargaining space that was exploited by astute 

proliferators. Despite the hope that nuclear programs would come to be associated with pre-

emptive strikes and forcible regime change, US action (or lack thereof) contributed to the 

development of a moral hazard in this area.  

 

Rachel Whitlark similarly critiques the logic of offensive counter-proliferation, observing that it 

“expects force much more frequently than it occurs.”99 In most cases, the existing empirical 

record suggests that action of this nature is rarely undertaken, contributing to perceptions of 

nuclear durability.100 The imposition of additional security challenges on at-risk regimes further 

compounds this problem, creating added incentives for states to safeguard their survival through 

the acquisition of a deterrent. This dilemma plays a central role in the balance between 

preventing future proliferation and retaining freedom of action to pressure rogue or deviant 

states.101  

 

The Trump administration’s 2018 Nuclear Posture Review and its erratic approach to non-

proliferation serves as a useful vignette for understanding this dilemma. The administration’s 

 
98 Chan, Steve. "Incentives for nuclear proliferation: The case of international pariahs." Journal of Strategic Studies 
3.1 (1980): 28. 
99 Whitlark, Rachel Elizabeth. "Nuclear beliefs: A leader-focused theory of counter-proliferation." Security Studies 
26.4 (2017): 548. 
100 While the use of force was considered as a means of offsetting several nuclear programs, it was only ever 
followed through against Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. Similar considerations against the Soviet Union (by the 
Eisenhower administration), China (by the Kennedy administration), Iran, and North Korea were never carried out.   
101 As Litwak correctly observes, “the non-proliferation and regime change (or regime evolution) issues are 
operating on different timelines. The same can be said to apply to the timelines dictating (long-term) non-
proliferation incentives and (short-term) survival considerations. See: Litwak, Robert S. "Non-proliferation and the 
Dilemmas of Regime Change." Survival 45.4 (2003): 27. 
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parallel dealings with North Korea and Iran highlight some the issues raised above: in addition to 

promoting atomic weapons as a securitizing asset, the President has threatened a nuclear actor 

into a deeper embrace of its arsenal while increasing pressure on a non-nuclear counterpart, 

offering the former a diplomatic opening and threatening the latter with war. In a March 2016 

campaign speech, Donald Trump suggested that proliferation by certain US allies might be 

advantageous: “We have to say, you know what, we’re better off if Japan protects itself against 

this maniac in North Korea, we’re better off, frankly, if South Korea is going to start to protect 

itself…Now, wouldn’t you rather in a certain sense have Japan have nuclear weapons when 

North Korea has nuclear weapons?”102 Following his inauguration, threats of unilateral action 

did much to strengthen the association between nuclear weapons and survival. A rhetorical 

willingness to use force “created major apprehensions even in major powers like China and 

Russia…[and] fear of the United States [played] a key factor accelerating the nuclear weapon 

programs of North Korea and Iran.”103  

 

Paired with references to a “Libyan model” of direct intervention, repeated threats of military 

escalation drove the Kim regime into a deeper embrace of its nuclear status.104 Rather than back 

down, the regime expressed defiance in the face of the new threats, conducting its sixth nuclear 

test in September 2017.105 The hermit kingdom’s nuclear defiance proved effective, and the 

connection was formally cemented during the 2018 North Korea–United States Singapore 

Summit. The face-to-face meeting between the American President and the North Korean 

 
102 Thompson, Mark. “Trump wants to Free the Nuclear Genie.” Time, 30 March 2016. 
103 Alagappa, Muthiah. "Introduction: investigating nuclear weapons in a New Era." Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 2008: 6. 
104 Baker, Peter, and Choe Sang-Hun. "Trump threatens ‘fire and fury’ against North Korea if it endangers US." New 
York Times 8 (2017). 
105 Lee, Michelle Ye Hee. "North Korea nuclear test may have been twice as strong as first thought". Washington 
Post (13 September 2017). 
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Supreme Leader  highlighted the bargaining power a viable nuclear force can provide to even the 

most unpopular and isolated of states.106 In less than a year, relations between the two leaders 

shifted from warlike hostility to declarations of friendship, establishing a modern precedent for 

the link between nuclearization and diplomatic reconciliation. The link was made even clearer 

when contrasted against bilateral relations with Iran, a latent but non-nuclear state. 

 

The deterioration of US-Iranian relations provides a useful counterfactual for understanding the 

potential unexpected benefits of successfully building a nuclear weapon. Asked why the 

administration had agreed to direct talks with North Korea without preconditions but insisted on 

12 such restrictions before engaging with Iran, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo “replied that the 

situations are different because North Korea has nuclear weapons and Iran does not.”107 The 

Iranian regime was instead targeted by a maximum pressure campaign, beginning with a 

unilateral withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action and culminating on the edge 

of war following the targeted death of the Revolutionary Guard’s Major General Qasem 

Soleimani. Faced with these realities, policymakers in Iran and other beleaguered regimes may 

give serious thought to the benefits of developing an independent nuclear deterrent. The situation 

is likely to yield even starker lessons should tensions with Iran escalate to the point of open 

conflict, perhaps even culminating in the “Libyan model” of forced denuclearization feared by 

many troubled regimes.108  

 

 
106 Trump went as far as to tout his relationship with Kim as “a great friendship.” As noted in a report from North 
Korea, “if there is no nuclear [capacity], there is death.” See: Radio Free Asia. “North Korea’s Ruling Party Informs 
Officials Kim Regime will not Give up Nukes.” 25 July 2018.  
107 Wright, Thomas. “Pompeo Whitewashes North Korea's Human Rights Record.” Politico Magazine, 25 Feb. 
2019, www.politico.com/magazine/story/2019/02/25/mike-pompeo-north-korea-human-rights-225206. 
108 Ghaddafi’s grim fate has associated his regime’s now-infamous denuclearization effort with the prospect of 
ouster and death. The lessons of Libya’s disarmament will be discussed in the subsequent chapter. 
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Libya’s experience with weapons of mass destruction provided a formative lesson on the 

dynamics of nuclear durability. As with Saddam in Iraq, Ghaddafi’s ouster set a stark precedent 

on regime and leader survival, illustrating the dangers of abandoning one’s nuclear option. 

Though his fall from power was not directly linked to denuclearization, many autocrats 

nonetheless formed such an association, choosing to err on the side of caution lest they suffer the 

same fate.109 Despite the potential spuriousness of the association, the incident made it clear that 

no nuclear-armed state had suffered from regime overthrow by an external adversary. As noted 

by Benoît Pelopidas, “if you are not a US ally, keep your nuclear weapons or get a few quickly. 

Otherwise, your survival as a ruler is not assured.”110  

 

This lesson was clearly internalized by elites in at-risk states: commenting on Ghaddafi’s fate, a 

spokesman for the North Korean Foreign Ministry declared, “it has been shown to the corners of 

the earth that Libya’s giving up its nuclear arms, which the US liked to chatter on about, was 

used as an invasion tactic to disarm the country.”111 Washington’s recent record of sending “a 

mixed message” on this issue only deepened the belief, strengthening the perception that nuclear 

status holds the key to averting violent regime change.112 

 

At the same time, the effectiveness of encirclement and maximum pressure was brought into 

question, owing both to difficulties in implementation as well as the disruptive consequences that 

 
109 Norman Cigar provides a list of leaders who associated Ghaddafi’s fall with the surrender of the nuclear program. 
See: Cigar, Norman L. Libya's Nuclear Disarmament: Lessons and Implications for Nuclear Proliferation. No. 2. 
Middle East Studies, Marine Corps University, 2012. 
110 Pelopidas, Benoît. "A Bet Portrayed as a Certainty: Reassessing the Added Deterrent Value of Nuclear 
Weapons." The War That Must Never Be Fought: Dilemmas of Nuclear Deterrence (2015): 41. 
111 See: Korea JoongAng Daily. “Libyans Should have Kept Nukes, says Pyongyang.” 24 March 2011; Rapp-
Hooper, Mira, and Kenneth N. Waltz. "What Kim Jong-Il Learned from Qaddafi's Fall: Never Disarm." The Atlantic 
24 (2011). 
112 Litwak, Robert S. "Non-proliferation and the Dilemmas of Regime Change." Survival 45.4 (2003): 8. 
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could follow a “hard-landing” regime change. This further strengthens perceptions of nuclear 

durability. For some, simply maintaining the option to develop nuclear weapons provides 

specific security assurances; as will be shown, allied states like Germany and Japan have 

successfully leveraged the threat of nuclearization to renew or strengthen American security 

commitments. As William Epstein argues, “national nuclear power industries are coming to be 

regarded somewhat as national airlines,” representing national strength and symbolizing state 

sovereignty.113 Similarly, Zachary Davis observes, “it may be enough to demonstrate mastery 

over some aspects of nuclear technology to evoke perceptions of power.”114 As will be shown, 

the stabilizing effects of nuclear investments are not dichotomously distributed, with their 

benefits generating increasing returns for those who patronize them.115  

 

Lastly, though certain institutionalized structures like the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) are 

often cited as sources of systemic pressure preventing leaders from reaping the benefits of 

atomic weapons, closer analysis shows that the decision to pursue (or refrain from pursuing) 

nuclear weapons has often been made independent of such considerations.116 Indeed, “the NPT 

did not prevent Iran, Iraq, Libya, and North Korea from pursuing nuclear weapons subsequent to 

their membership.”117 Such behavior is not limited to autocracies: As Jonas Schneider argues, “a 

 
113 Scott Sagan adopts a similar metaphor. See: Epstein, William. "Why states go—and don't go—nuclear." The 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 430.1 (1977): 23; Sagan, Scott D. "Why do states 
build nuclear weapons? Three models in search of a bomb." International security 21.3 (1997): 74. 
114 Davis, Zachary S. "The realist nuclear regime." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 80. 
115 See, for example: Quillen, Chris. "Regime change in nuclear weapon states." Comparative Strategy 35.1 (2016): 
15. Studies like Quillen’s also employ rather unorthodox measures for regime changing, for instance viewing the 
transition from the French Fourth Republic to the Fifth as an example of regime change.  
116 An early treatment of the NPT by Ashok Kapur raised this question: “might the cause of non-proliferation have 
been served better through quiet diplomacy than through noisy public diplomacy…did the NPT generate a public 
mood in many third-world societies that stiffened the opposition to the anti-horizontal proliferation game?” See: 
Kapur, Ashok. "International nuclear proliferation: Multilateral diplomacy and regional aspects." Praeger Publishers. 
London, (1979): 28.  
117 Potter, William C., and Gaukhar Mukhatzhanova. "Divining nuclear intentions: A review essay." International 
Security 33.1 (2008): 156. 
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sizable part of the West German political elite – including a fifth of the Bundestag deputies – 

categorically rejected the NPT.”118 Other states simply viewed the Treaty as a formality; George 

Quester notes that Taiwanese diplomats voiced no objections to signing the NPT in 1968 

because they believed “it allows us to have the bomb.”119 As Zachary Davis further notes, 

“nations that consider nuclear weapons to be essential for their survival will not be deterred by 

the unenforced norm of non-proliferation.”120  

 

Taken together, perceptions of unfairness in the application of non-proliferation norms and the 

promise of tangible security benefits have endowed nuclear arms with certain securitizing 

qualities. In the eyes of contemporary nuclear aspirants, states like Pakistan, Israel, and India 

“continued to receive preferential treatment from the United States and other countries despite 

widespread knowledge that they were developing nuclear weapons.”121 For aspiring nuclear 

states, investment in a weapons program serves as an exercise in “self-reassurance,” providing a 

sense that the regime or state is “willing to stand up to threats” and preserve itself.122 Neither 

containment nor intervention are likely to address states’ underlying security concerns or work 

against the logic of security offered through the pursuit of nuclear arms.  

 

 
118 Surprisingly, then-President Nixon took active steps to ensure that the Bonn government would not be forced into 
signing the treaty. See: Schneider, Jonas. "The Study of Leaders in Nuclear Proliferation and How to Reinvigorate 
It." International Studies Review 22.1 (2020): 7. 
119 The Taiwanese logic was based on the fact that the US government did not recognize the People’s Republic of 
China at the time and viewed Taipei as the legitimate government of the mainland. By that logic, the weapons 
developed in the mainland prior to the treaty’s ratification exempted “China” (and Taiwan, by association) from the 
restrictions of the treaty. See: Quester, George H. "Taiwan and Nuclear Proliferation." Orbis-A Journal of World 
Affairs. 18.1 (1974): 140-150. 
120 Davis, Zachary S. "The realist nuclear regime." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 82. 
121 In Israel, for example, “American military and economic assistance…increased after the Israeli nuclear program 
reached maturity.” See: Long, Austin G., and Joshua R. Shifrinson. "How long until midnight? Intelligence-policy 
relations and the United States response to the Israeli nuclear program, 1959–1985." Journal of Strategic Studies 
42.1 (2019): 56; Davis, Zachary S. "The realist nuclear regime." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 93. 
122 Jervis, Robert. The meaning of the nuclear revolution: Statecraft and the prospect of Armageddon. Cornell 
University Press, 1989: 212. 
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In sum, a combination of domestic considerations, international practices, and entrenched beliefs 

have established nuclear capabilities as a trusted means of ensuring one’s survival. This may 

even have reached the level of institutionalization as defined by Talcott Parsons, delineating a 

process through which certain norms acquire legitimacy. Nuclear durability appears to meet the 

standard, which involves “articulation or integration of the actions of a plurality of actors in a 

specific type of situation [in this instance, proliferation for survival], in which the various actors 

accept jointly a set of rules regarding goals and procedures.”123 The resulting combination of 

factors generates a perverse incentive for prospective nuclear states, tilting the balance against 

controlled denuclearization and generating renewed interest in the expansion of nuclear weapons 

programs.124 Former CIA director George Tenet affirmed this point in 2003, stating that no 

government, “regardless of its ideological leanings, is likely to willingly abandon WMD 

programs that are seen as guaranteeing its security.”125 Having discussed the foundations of 

nuclear durability, the following sections will delve into some of the specific mechanisms 

governing such behavior both internally and externally.  

Nuclear Weapons and External Security 

As noted earlier, nuclear proliferation can positively impact durability and survival in two ways. 

First, investment in a bomb program can provide a bargaining chip, either deterring intervention 

or entrapping major powers into offering potentially costly support. Second, it can raise domestic 

 
123 Parsons, Talcott, Edward Albert Shils, and Neil J. Smelser, eds. Toward a general theory of action: Theoretical 
foundations for the social sciences. Transaction publishers, 1965: 194. 
124 Mohammed Ayoob makes a similar argument, viewing the Iranian nuclear program as representative of the 
“third-world security predicament:” faced with low levels of institutionalization, lacking internal legitimacy, and 
facing external threats, the program can offer an ersatz totem of survival and security. See: Ayoob, Mohammed. 
"Can the World Live with a Near-Nuclear Iran?" (2011); Bahgat, Gawdat. Proliferation of nuclear weapons in the 
Middle East. University Press of Florida, 2008: 3; Lavoy, Peter R. "Nuclear myths and the causes of nuclear 
proliferation." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 199. 
125 Central Intelligence Agency, Director of Central Intelligence’s Worldwide Threat Briefing. “The Worldwide 
Threat in 2003: Evolving Dangers in a Complex World.” 11 February 2003.  
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support for the leader or regime that champions the cause. This section will focus on the former, 

expanding on how the mechanisms of deterrence and entrapment can contribute to durability. As 

a means of preventing foreign intervention, the dynamics of nuclear proliferation and deterrence 

has been amply covered in the literature.126 For many rogue or pariah states, nuclear weapons 

have represented the ultimate lifeline for survival. The continued endurance of states like North 

Korea best embodies this dynamic, with the regime’s small arsenal of nuclear warheads 

representing “the last desperate hope of a doomed regime.”127 

 

By drastically raising the cost of conflict, both the nuclear and missile programs provide a 

deterrent against the threat of military incursion, including the risk of pre-emptive action.128 

Nuclear weapons increase the cost of regime collapse for the international community: faced 

with destruction, a threatened regime may use its weapons in a last-ditch strike. Barring that, the 

danger posed by the loss of control over warheads poses a grave threat to international security. 

The weapons may be inherited by an unstable successor or find their way into the hands of non-

state actors.  

 

 
126 Outside of Schelling, Geoffrey Jukes provides a potentially useful nuance in the Russian definition of deterrence, 
expressing a potentially useful duality. “For their deterrence of the West, the Soviets most commonly use the word 
sderzhivaniye (restraining); for the Western deterrence of them they use the word ustrasheniye, which comes very 
close to meaning ‘intimidation.’” Based on this distinction, the persuasive influence of an informal or tacit client 
state on a reluctant patron state appears closer to the former definition. But even this falls short of the mark as the 
former often seek concessions (not restraint) from the latter. See: Jukes, G. "The Military Approach to Deterrence 
and Defence." McGwire, K. Booth, J. McDonnell, Soviet Naval Policy: Objectives and Constraints, New York 
(1975): 484. 
127 Freedman, Lawrence, and Jeffrey H. Michaels. The evolution of nuclear strategy. Vol. 20. London: Macmillan, 
1989: 446. 
128 These threats were hardly paranoid considerations: in an April 2003 memorandum, Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld suggested that the US “enlist Chinese assistance to oust the Kim Jong Il regime.” See: Litwak, Robert S. 
"Non-proliferation and the Dilemmas of Regime Change." Survival 45.4 (2003): 25; Alagappa, Muthiah. 
"Introduction: investigating nuclear weapons in a New Era." Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2008: 10. 
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These considerations did much to shield the North Korean state against external threats. Indeed, 

throughout the 1990s the Kim regime used its plutonium reprocessing capacity to ease American 

pressure. “In the most striking instance, North Korea announced that it would begin to separate 

plutonium because Washington had no intention of complying with Pyongyang’s demands,” 

setting up a timeline of two months for extracting fuel from its reactors.129 The tactic worked, 

with both sides acceding to the Agreed Framework of October 1994 to purchase the regime’s 

plutonium in return for a $4 billion power reactor contract, $50 million in energy assistance, and 

assurances of military de-escalation. While the nuances of North Korea’s nuclear strategy will be 

explored in the following chapter, the state’s actions serve as a useful vignette for highlighting 

the deterrent effect of such arms.  

 

Though deterrence is a central feature of nuclear durability, its benefits are not limited to 

eliminating the risk of external intervention or conquest. Even an incomplete weapons program 

can provide a valuable bargaining chip for states “dealing with the nuclear superpowers from a 

condition of inferiority.” 130 Pursuit can provide leverage for the extraction of useful security 

benefits, security assurances, and arms transfers, a characteristic that applies to both negative and 

positive security guarantees.131 While the former consists of commitments against direct threats 

of intervention and military attack, the latter goes further, even generating promises of active 

security assistance. When negotiating for positive assurances, the approach tends to be most 

 
129 Volpe, Tristan A. "Atomic leverage: Compellence with nuclear latency." Security Studies 26.3 (2017): 538. 
130 Among others, see Dunn, Lewis A. "Military politics, nuclear proliferation, and the ‘nuclear coup d’état’." 
Journal of Strategic Studies 1.1 (1978): 46; Volpe, Tristan A. "Atomic leverage: Compellence with nuclear latency." 
Security Studies 26.3 (2017): 517; Kapur, Ashok. "International nuclear proliferation: Multilateral diplomacy and 
regional aspects." Praeger Publishers. London, (1979): 146. 
131 Some attention should be paid to the definition of leverage in this context. While scholars like Thomas Wheelock 
have defined leverage as “manipulation of the arms transfer relationship in order to coerce or induce a recipient-state 
to conform its policy or actions to the desires of the supplier-state,” the relationship explored here is precisely the 
opposite. Instead, the goal of the analysis here is to examine the influence given to client states. See: Wheelock, 
Thomas R. "Arms for Israel: The limit of leverage." International Security 3.2 (1978): 123. 
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effective when proliferators use nuclear programs to safeguard or expand pre-existing security 

assurances provided by a major power patron, most likely the United States.  

 

This is similar to the concept of a “dove’s dilemma,” which Lewis Dunn defines as a trade-off 

between conventional arms transfers and slowing the spread of nuclear weapons.132 Richard Burt 

advances a comparable point, arguing, “new conventional weapons might be substituted in roles 

that were previously thought to require nuclear weapons,” allowing for arms transfers to be 

manipulated for non-proliferation.133 Where such actors are denied the security assurances they 

crave, the process of proliferation is likely to be accelerated.134 As will be shown in the 

following chapter, this was precisely the lesson extracted from the experiences of states such as 

Israel, Pakistan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan. When security commitments begin to waver, 

nuclear weapons can act as a “symbolic replacement for the US connection.”135  

 

The resulting standoff serves as a de facto ultimatum for the patron: reaffirm support or risk 

pushing the client towards nuclearization. De-escalation and rollback are most likely where a 

commitment to the client’s security is already in existence: in this eventuality, the threat of the 

loss of patronage poses a more substantial risk to long-term survival. But for it to be credible, the 

patron must relieve the concerns that spurred the client to pursue nuclear weapons in the first 

 
132 Per Dunn’s logic, the extension of conventional guarantees will always be preferable to any action that increases 
the likelihood of an open nuclear exchange, given that even a localized nuclear event could risk escalating the 
situation to global levels. As noted by Kenneth Waltz, major powers will yield to this logic if only to prevent local 
conflicts from crossing the nuclear threshold, since “nuclear weapons dissuade states from going to war more surely 
than conventional weapons do.” Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and William Riker reach a similar conclusion. See: 
Dunn, Lewis A. "Some reflections on the “dove's dilemma." International Organization 35.1 (1981): 181; Waltz, 
Kenneth N. "Nuclear myths and political realities." American Political Science Review 84.3 (1990): 743; De 
Mesquita, Bruce Bueno, and William H. Riker. "An Assessment of the Merits of Selective Nuclear Proliferation." 
Journal of Conflict Resolution 26.2 (1982): 291. 
133 Burt, Richard. "Nuclear proliferation and the spread of new conventional weapons technology." International 
Security (1977): 120. 
134 Ibid: 134. 
135 Dunn, Lewis A. "Some reflections on the “dove's dilemma.”" International Organization 35.1 (1981): 184. 
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place. In most cases, this means reinvigorating the commitments whose deterioration spurred the 

nuclear threat in the first place. Absent this incentive, the client may find nuclear weapons to be 

the only means of preserving itself.  

 

From the perspective of the patron state, offering security concessions to achieve nuclear 

rollback might appear to generate perverse incentives.136 Ted Carpenter has advanced a version 

of this argument: “Other nations may conclude that playing the nuclear card is an extremely 

effective way to get Washington’s attention and extort concessions."137 Regardless of the fact, it 

has proven successful in enough instances for it to represent a viable means of self-preservation. 

It is doubtless that US support can improve both the internal and external security of the 

recipient, providing “the protection and stability a state needs to develop economically 

and…[deterring] interstate rivals from overtly aggressive behavior.”138 

 

While some have argued that the effectiveness of such entrapment strategies is tied to a 

“convincing, self-binding promise to refrain from nuclear weapons or further harassment once 

the target complies,” the experience of past and ongoing proliferators suggests otherwise.139 On 

the contrary, states as diverse as Israel, South Africa, and North Korea have repeatedly used 

 
136 Muhammet Bas and Andrew Coe have addressed the dilemmas the US faces in offering potential proliferators a 
deal to offset their nuclear activities. However, their analysis focuses more on the timing of such deals, and less on 
their implications of such negotiations on state and leader durability. See: Bas, Muhammet A., and Andrew J. Coe. 
"Give Peace a (Second) Chance: A Theory of Non-proliferation Deals." International Studies Quarterly 62.3 (2018): 
606-617. 
137 Carpenter, Ted Galen. "Closing the nuclear umbrella." Foreign Affairs. 73 (1994): 10. 
138 Meernik, James. US foreign policy and regime instability. Army War Coll Strategic Studies Institute, Carlisle 
Barracks PA, 2008: vi. 
139 For example, see Volpe, Tristan A. "Atomic leverage: Compellence with nuclear latency." Security Studies 26.3 
(2017): 521. Volpe’s argument centers around the assumption that proliferators seeking to leverage their program 
for external concessions “may need to give up key facilities or make [themselves] more vulnerable to send a costly 
signal.” This is incorrect. At best, his logic represents a form of off-equilibrium behavior. It is far more likely (and 
more empirically viable) to view states as securing their nuclear assets in order to maintain a long-term bargaining 
chip against a hegemon.  
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proliferation threats to extract both positive and negative security assurances. The more viable a 

state’s latent capacity for nuclear bomb-making, the more likely that demands for material and 

security concessions were honored.140 On the part of the patron, provision of a conventional 

security assurance of some kind was deemed preferable to the risk of increasing the military and 

political advantages of procuring a nuclear weapon.141  

 

The use of nuclear programs as leverage against major powers can be seen as a reverse of what 

Gene Gerzhoy dubs the logic of alliance coercion: “a strategy consisting of a patron’s use of 

conditional threats of military abandonment to obtain a client’s compliance with its demands.”142 

As will be shown, minor powers and security-dependent states can likewise use the threat of 

proliferation in order to obtain or retain a great power patron’s support. The resulting assistance 

(or relaxation of pressure) proves beneficial for their persistence. Just as alliance coercion 

requires that clients be militarily dependent on the patron, so too will nuclear entrapment yield a 

positive effect when a vulnerable client threatens to pursue nuclear weapons as a means of 

guaranteeing the patron’s continued support.  

 

 
140 This raises the troubling spectre of future proliferation trends, for instance in Saudi Arabia, where the current 
crown prince is seeking to order his succession and consolidate his hold on power. However, issues of credibility 
and nuclear capacity are likely to neutralize some of these concerns. As early as 2008, research from the US Senate 
suggested that the prospect of an Iranian bomb “frightens the Saudis ‘to their core’ and would compel the Saudis to 
seek nuclear weapons.” In 2015, the Saudi government threatened to enrich uranium as a means of leverage over 
negotiations for a formal American defense treaty. However, these threats ultimately came to naught simply because 
they were not credible – the Saudi state lacked any plausible capacity to bring such a form of nuclear blackmail to 
fruition. See: Bowman, Bradley. Chain Reaction: Avoiding a Nuclear Arms Race in the Middle East. Senate (United 
States) Washington DC Committee on Foreign Relations, 2008: viii; Volpe, Tristan A. "Atomic leverage: 
Compellence with nuclear latency." Security Studies 26.3 (2017): 518. 
141 Burt, Richard. "Nuclear proliferation and the spread of new conventional weapons technology." International 
Security (1977): 123. 
142 Gerzhoy, Gene. "Alliance coercion and nuclear restraint: how the United States thwarted West Germany's 
nuclear ambitions." International Security 39.4 (2015): 92. 
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Taken alongside their influence on domestic politics, nuclear weapons can thus safely be seen as 

one of the most reliable means of bolstering regime and leader security currently available.143 

Tracing the historic evolution of the link between nuclear weapons and survival, elements of this 

style of entrapment can be found in such early cases as the Israeli nuclear program in the 1960s. 

As explored in a subsequent chapter, the Israeli leadership’s astute navigation of budding non-

proliferation norms and regional security dynamics allowed it to safeguard the state’s survival in 

the face of a persistent and aggressive external threat. Its nuanced nuclear policy allowed it to 

extract valuable concessions from the United States, inoculating against the diplomatic isolation 

that had threatened the first tenuous years of its existence.144  

 

Nor was the Israeli experience unique in this regard. This and other cases helped establish a 

pattern of “inferential learning,” updating leader priors on the potential security benefits of 

nuclearization.145 The dynamics of this kind of learning have been explored by scholars such as 

Andrew Bennett, allowing governments and leaders to institutionalize associations between 

deterrence, entrapment, and security through the repertoire of experiences accumulated by 

would-be proliferators.146 Like their Israeli counterparts, Pakistani leaders were able to exact 

similar leverage against successive American administrations, albeit with greater emphasis on 

deterrence than entrapment. Once again, nuclear proliferation improved regime durability. Faced 

 
143 The subject of internal governance is one that had received comparatively less scrutiny in studies of the effects of 
nuclear proliferation. Walker and Wheeler highlight this as a major potential field of inquiry examining “the 
problem of weakness in nuclear states.” See: Walker, William, and Nicholas J. Wheeler. "The problem of weak 
nuclear states." The Non-proliferation Review 20.3 (2013): 427.  
144 As observed by Roger Smith, “the only punitive action against Israel on nuclear matters was the attempt in 1982 
to reject Israel’s credentials to the International Atomic Energy Agency.” See: Smith, Roger K. "Institutionalisation 
as a Measure of Regime Stability: Insights for International Regime Analysis from the Study of Domestic Politics." 
Millennium 18.2 (1989): 231. 
145 Knopf, Jeffrey W. "The concept of nuclear learning." The Non-proliferation Review 19.1 (2012): 83. 
146 For more on the methodology of learning, see Bennett, Andrew. Condemned to repetition? the rise, fall, and 
reprise of Soviet-Russian military interventionism, 1973-1996. MIT Press, 1999. 
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with intelligence regarding advances in the state’s weapons research program, the Carter 

administration chose not to pressure Pakistan once it became clear that “its help was required in 

fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan.”147 National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski aptly 

expressed this view in a 1979 memo to President Carter, writing: “our security policy toward 

Pakistan cannot be dictated by our non-proliferation policy.”148 

 

Geopolitical considerations prompted the succeeding Reagan administration to continue 

exercising lenience and benign neglect towards the nuclear issue. In some cases, American 

policy even helped proliferating states protect their nuclear assets. In 1984, the administration 

even allegedly tipped off Pakistan about an imminent Indian-Israeli attack on Kahuta, the site of 

the state’s burgeoning weapons program. According to Pakistan’s Vice Chief of Army Staff, 

General K.M. Arif, “Our [American] friends let us know what the Israelis and Indians intended 

to do and so we let them know how we could respond.”149 Having de facto ensured that Pakistan 

would not be attacked, “the Reagan administration made numerous gestures of leniency towards 

Pakistan’s nuclear efforts during the 1980s."150  

 

Once again, broader strategic considerations related to the Soviet-Afghan War allowed the client 

state to take advantage of the situation, using the nuclear program as a bargaining chip. “In the 

face of Congressional pressure to cut off US aid to Pakistan after Pakistani officials hinted that 

 
147 Jackson, Galen. "The United States, the Israeli Nuclear Program, and Non-proliferation, 1961–69." Security 
Studies 28.2 (2019): 364; Martinez, J. Michael. "The Carter Administration and the Evolution of American Nuclear 
Non-proliferation Policy, 1977–1981." Journal of Policy History 14.3 (2002): 279. 
148 Coll, Steve. Ghost wars: The secret history of the CIA, Afghanistan, and Bin Laden, from the Soviet invasion to 
September 10, 2001. Penguin, 2005: 51. 
149 Levy, Adrian, and Catherine Scott-Clark. Deception: Pakistan, the United States, and the secret trade in nuclear 
weapons. Bloomsbury Publishing USA, 2007: 111. 
150 Rabinowitz, Or. Bargaining on nuclear tests: Washington and its Cold War deals. Oxford University Press, 
2014. 
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their country possessed the bomb, the Reagan administration enacted legislation in December 

1987 that would have required that India place its nuclear facilities under international 

supervision before any economic assistance to Pakistan was suspended.”151 The linkage did 

much to protect Pakistan, shielding the program and its patrons for the sake of strategic 

expediency. Faced with the prospect of a nuclear Pakistan, it was therefore decided that a 

friendly but conventionally-armed client would be preferable to one whose perceptions of 

insecurity drove it to nuclearize. This calculation left Pakistan little rational motivation to 

willingly give up a decisive bargaining chip in future negotiations for military and diplomatic 

support.   

 

The Israeli and Pakistani cases highlight examples of benign neglect and even tacit support for 

regimes that sought to develop nuclear weapons for survival. In both cases, the US either 

provided security assurances to prevent the states from going nuclear or else turned a blind eye 

to their nuclear programs in favor of more pressing geopolitical considerations. But both involve 

states that ultimately succeeded in acquiring nuclear weapons: could similar advantages be 

reaped simply by pursuing the option? The experiences of South Korea and Taiwan are 

illuminating in this regard, as both took advantage of a well-timed nuclear effort to re-establish 

strong security ties with the United States.152  

 

 
151 Cohen, Yoel. The Whistleblower of Dimona: Israel, Vanunu, and the Bomb. Holmes & Meier, 2002: 26. 
152 This does not imply that attempted and successful proliferation efforts are equally effective. Indeed, the 
dissolution of the Korean Fifth Republic under Chun Doo-hwan presents evidence to the contrary. It is telling that 
the otherwise-selective American support for democratization movements reacted favorably in this instance, despite 
well-established ties with the military regime. As will be discussed in the following chapter, support for comparable 
democratization movements in latent (Argentina) or active nuclear states (Pakistan) was not as forthcoming.  
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The South Korean nuclear program largely began as a response to Nixon- and Carter-era plans to 

reduce the substantial American military presence in the peninsula. It was successfully curbed 

when the US threatened a full withdrawal from the area, but not before the Republic had secured 

promises that the American military presence would remain to provide the region a meaningful 

deterrent against both North Korea and China. Though the Seoul government was ostensibly at a 

bargaining disadvantage against its great power patron, it nevertheless managed to exchange a 

nascent and questionable nuclear weapons program for a costly security commitment.153 

Likewise, Taiwan pursued nuclear weapons when it felt the US security alliance waiver and 

likewise gave up its program once the commitment was renewed.154  

 

The outlined cases certainly represent different underlying political and security environments, 

with the level of Israeli insecurity much higher than the aforementioned two cases, which are 

“broadly viewed in more benign and instrumental ways, reflecting the deeper emotional bases of 

ethnic, religious, and racial conflicts as contrasted with essentially ideological or merely 

territorial ones.”155 In the case of Israel, Pakistan, North Korea, and South Africa, the lack of a 

formal American commitment gave those states an added bargaining chip with which they were 

able to extract concessions from a reluctant or even antagonistic great power.156 That being said, 

the variations in the cases explored only serve to highlight the generalizability of nuclear 

durability as a securitization strategy. The nuclear strategies of states like Israel, China, and 

 
153 Engelhardt, Michael J. "Rewarding Non-proliferation: The South and North Korean Cases." The Non-
proliferation Review 3.3 (1996): 33. 
154 As with Seoul, Taipei’s program served a limited purpose and was curtailed when this objective was achieved. 
As David Albright notes, the program ended because of fears that it would “seriously strain Taiwan’s relations with 
the United States, end US assistance to Taiwan’s nuclear power program, and put the US supply of conventional 
weapons and spare parts at risk.” See: Albright, David, and Corey Gay. "Taiwan: Nuclear nightmare averted." 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 54.1 (1998): 54. 
155 Harkavy, Robert E. "Pariah states and nuclear proliferation." International Organization 35.1 (1981): 139. 
156 Ibid: 138. 
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South Africa drew important lessons from the formative conflicts that defined their regional 

security environments (in this example, the Yom Kippur, Korean, and Angolan wars, 

respectively). They highlighted precariousness of each state’s conventional force posture, as well 

their relative susceptibility to external intervention. Driven by their involvement in precarious 

armed conflicts, their nuclear programs thus helped create a stable security guarantee through 

which they could more reliability assure their long-term survival.157 

 

Taken together, they illustrate the bargaining power a nuclear program can provide to insecure 

client states. The behaviors examined above could even be framed according to Richard Betts’ 

definition of “nuclear blackmail.”158 Betts defines nuclear blackmail as “the tactic of exploiting 

the specter of nuclear war” for advantage, viewing the resulting exchange as a type of tribute 

“exacted…in return for protection or immunity from plunder.”159 But such framing risks limiting 

the full scope and implications of the type of hierarchical strategic interaction explored here. As 

discussed above, the threats exploited above need not extend to the level of nuclear war, offering 

the wielder broader flexibility to use a weapons program to ensure their survival. Nuclear 

durability also borrows from Schelling’s conceptualization of compellence, referring to an act of 

coercion designed to induce changes in enemy behavior “by forcing him to do something he does 

 
157 The Israeli example in particular served as a valuable lesson to future proliferators. As will be shown in 
subsequent chapters, the case established a precedent through which a beleaguered state could use the threat of 
nuclear escalation to induce the intervention and support of a great power patron. Regardless of the nuances of the 
1973 nuclear alert (a case that will be explored in depth in chapter three), the popular account of the incident 
informed the actions of other states. As observed by Shai Feldman, “the Pakistanis learned a lot from us, 
politically.” Robert Harkavy notes the same with respect to South Africa, whose preparations for a 1977 nuclear test 
were inspired by the positive outcome of the Israeli nuclear alert. See: Cobban, Helena. "Israel's Nuclear Game: The 
US Stake." World Policy Journal 5.3 (1988): 427. 
158 Betts acknowledges that the use of the term “blackmail” adds a controversial hue to the concept. Its use here 
ignores the more heuristic definition of the term. 
159 Betts, Richard K. Nuclear blackmail and nuclear balance. Brookings Institution Press, 2010: 3. 
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not want to do.”160 Once again, the concept falls short, with entrapment bearing impact on both 

enemy as well as allied behavior. The bargaining power afforded by nuclear weapons is rendered 

distinct by the fact that it provides a subordinate actor influence over the decision calculus of 

friendly and antagonistic superordinates alike.161  

 

To conclude, the mechanisms explored in this section provide an account of how nuclear 

proliferation can both limit external intervention and generate external support for regimes and 

leaders whose survival is at stake. By manipulating their potential nuclearization, actors take 

advantage of both international non-proliferation norms as well as the ambiguous hierarchy of 

geopolitical interests that govern major powers’ adherence to said norms. This has the effect of 

creating bargaining space, allowing would-be proliferators to either trade a budding program for 

conventional security guarantees or else use the threat of such weapons to ward off external 

challenges. Both of these can impact regime and leader durability positively. But while the 

external security mechanisms outlined here have a substantial impact on survival, they are not 

the sole means through which nuclear weapons can help embattled political actors. The 

following section will turn towards the domestic political impact of proliferation, exploring the 

mechanisms that govern its impact on internal security dynamics. 

 
160 Schelling, Thomas C. Arms and Influence: With a New Preface and Afterword. Yale University Press, 2008: 70. 
Ben-Zvi invokes a similar point with respect to the concept of coercion, defining it as an attempt “either to persuade 
the adversary to stop something it is already doing that is distasteful or harmful, or to undo what it has already 
accomplished.” Likewise, Alexander George notes that coercion “is employed to deal with the efforts of an 
adversary to change a status quo situation in his own favor.” Note that both definitions involve the actions of an 
adversary, highlighting the conceptual gap under consideration here. See: Ben-Zvi, Abraham. Decade of transition: 
Eisenhower, Kennedy, and the origins of the American-Israeli alliance. Columbia University Press, 1998: 9; 
George, Alexander L. "Coercive Diplomacy: Definition and Characteristics." The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy 
(1994): 7. 
161 This also aligns with Betts’ definition of a nuclear threat, seen as “any official suggestion that nuclear weapons 
may be used if the dispute is not settled on acceptable terms.” For the purposes required here, the definition must be 
relaxed somewhat to include informal suggestions and insinuations. 
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Nuclear Weapons and Internal Security 

Having surveyed the external mechanisms governing nuclear durability, this section turns 

towards internal politics and builds on the theories explaining the impact of proliferation on 

domestic actors and audiences. The literature on nuclear proliferation provides great insight into 

the dynamics motivating the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons. Though similar ideas 

and concepts have been developed over the past four decades, perhaps the most cited iteration is 

presented in Scott Sagan’s three models of proliferation. Two of the three mechanisms 

developed (the domestic politics model and the norms model) contribute to the domestic political 

literature on nuclear proliferation, emphasizing the bureaucratic and prestige-based externalities 

such programs generate for the leaders who advocate their cause.162  

 

Noting the symbolic value of nuclear weapons, Sagan observes that they are “political objects of 

considerable importance in domestic debates and international bureaucratic struggles and can 

also serve as international normative symbols of modernity and identity.”163 Elsewhere he 

bolsters this argument, listing a collection of autocracies that have maintained illicit bomb 

programs as a nuclear hedge in order to prevent foreign military intervention “without increasing 

the risk of internal threats, especially that of a military coup.”164 

 

 
162 Sagan, Scott D. “Why do states build nuclear weapons? Three models in search of a bomb.” International 
Security 21.3 (1997): 54-86. 
163 Ibid: 55; Jabko, Nicolas, and Steven Weber. "A certain idea of nuclear weapons: France's nuclear non-
proliferation policy in theoretical perspective." Security Studies 8.1 (1998): 113. 
164 Lewis Dunn raises the same point in an earlier article, noting, “not only might coup vulnerability prove an 
insufficiently compelling disincentive contrasted with the driving force of security-related incentives, but 
paradoxically concerns about military unrest itself might occasionally supply a reason for ‘going nuclear.’” Ashok 
Kapur must also be credited with making this argument before Sagan. See: Dunn, Lewis A. "Military politics, 
nuclear proliferation, and the ‘nuclear coup d’état’." Journal of Strategic Studies 1.1 (1978): 33; Kapur, Ashok. 
"International nuclear proliferation: Multilateral diplomacy and regional aspects." Praeger Publishers. London, 
(1979): 55; Sagan, Scott D. "Armed and Dangerous." Foreign Affairs. 97 (2018): 35. 
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Peter Feaver contributes to the research on the domestic impact of nuclearization, writing, “how 

do you know you are in charge? Whether or not you have control over the most powerful 

weapons on your soil.”165 Nuclearization and denuclearization policies have been successfully 

leveraged as a means of accruing hegemonic protection, deterring intervention, and building 

domestic political support. However, the literature above focuses on why states develop nuclear 

weapons, treating proliferation as the outcome of interest. This project takes the next step, 

focusing on the impact of such decisions on state security and survival.  

 

In reversing the causal arrow, focus is thus placed on the general effectiveness of these tactics. 

The analysis is unrestrained by considerations of regime type: the general consensus from recent 

explorations of domestic politics and nuclear weapons suggests that “regime type has only a 

minimal effect on proliferation.”166 Recent quantitative tests of the question have shown that 

regime type variables have a limited or null impact on proliferation efforts, suggesting that 

democracies and autocracies alike are liable to pursue such weapons.167 As will be shown in the 

following chapter, a diverse cohort of leaders and regimes have successfully used nuclear 

weapons to strengthen their hold on power. The mechanisms for strengthening domestic rule 

tend to be the same: the nuclear project serves as a symbol of strength and control for the leader 

or regime that wields it. 

 

 
165 Feaver, Peter D. "Nuclear Command and Control in Crisis: Old Lessons from New History." Nuclear Weapons 
Security Crises: What Does History Teach: 210. 
166 Sagan, Scott D. “The causes of nuclear weapons proliferation.” Annual Review of Political Science 14 (2011): 
236.  
167 Bell, Mark S. "Examining explanations for nuclear proliferation." International Studies Quarterly 60.3 (2016): 
520-529; Hagh, Ariya and Matthew Kroenig. “Back to Basics: a Bayesian Analysis of the Correlates of Nuclear 
Proliferation.” Unpublished manuscript.  
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Pursuit of nuclear weapons offers leaders a powerful prestige project through which they can 

rally the support of the public or relevant members of the selectorate.  Among others, programs 

in Pakistan,168 India,169 China,170 and France171 illustrate the domestic advantages of 

nuclearization. Pakistani President Zulfikar Ali Bhutto ordered work on a nuclear weapon within 

a month of assuming power. The successful Pokhran-I nuclear test provided a much-needed 

boost to Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi’s domestic position, improving both her personal 

reputation and that of the Indian National Congress Party. During the Chinese Cultural 

revolution, fears of a domestic political struggle contributed to the acceleration of work on the 

nuclear program. The push for a successful nuclear test served a domestic purpose, helping 

signal the consolidation of Mao’s power “in the wake of failed economic policies under the 

Great Leap Forward.”172 Likewise, France’s 1961 Gerboise Verte nuclear test helped Charles de 

Gaulle consolidate power at a time when the burgeoning Fifth Republic was threatened by the 

Generals’ putsch in Algiers.  

 

The range of support generated by proliferation is intriguing: even in cases where domestic 

opposition was vociferously against the development of a nuclear deterrent, the security benefits 

of the endeavor proved sufficient in generating unified support for the program.173 Far from 

 
168 O’Neill, Barry. “Nuclear weapons and national prestige.” Draft Manuscript. (2006).  
169 Spector, Leonard S. Nuclear ambitions: the spread of nuclear weapons 1989-1990. Routledge, 2019. 
170 Haynes, Susan Turner. “The Power of Prestige: Explaining China’s Nuclear Weapons Decisions.” Asian Security 
(2018): 1-18. 
171 Pean, Pierre. Les Deux bombes: Ou comment la guerre du Golfe a commencé le 18 Novembre 1975. Fayard, 
2014. 
172 Sokolski, Henry D., and Bruno Tertrais, eds. Nuclear weapons security crises: What does history teach? 
Strategic Studies Institute and US Army War College Press, 2013: 69. 
173 The Israeli case provides a clear example of this. Though nuclear skeptics like Minister of Trade Pinchas Sapir 
initially discounted the value of developing a nuclear bomb, even they were ultimately convinced of its securitizing 
effects. In 1968, then-Minister of Defense Moshe Dayan gave Sapir a detailed tour of the Dimona nuclear facility: 
“He showed him the whole thing from A to Z…Sapir was like a cat with sour cream. He came back and said to 
[Minister of Labor] Allon, who was still resisting a full nuclear commitment: ‘have you seen it all? I’ve seen it and 
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being the exclusive tool of autocrats and rogue regimes, nuclear weapons have had a positive 

impact in a variety of domestic contexts, helping leaders consolidate and legitimize their hold on 

power. Since the start of the nuclear era, vulnerable leaders have viewed nuclear acquisition “as 

a means of placating or buying off their military elites” and key decisionmakers.174 By investing 

in nuclear weapons, incumbents seek to provide a valuable prestige project to legitimize their 

rule, consolidate their hold on power, and protect against any unauthorized domestic 

interventions.175 

 

While the durability benefits of proliferation are not constrained by regime type, there is a 

meaningful interaction between nuclearization and the way in which leaders assume office. 

Leaders who seize power through irregular means are more likely to use a nuclear program to 

consolidate and legitimize their rule.176 As their ascent is often proscribed by the institutional 

norms and rules of their state, they are more likely to inherit a power vacuum or lack a stable 

winning coalition. As a result, they cannot “be certain of the loyalty of foreign allies or even of 

 
you don’t know shit [sic]. There will be no more Auschwitzes.” See: Hersh, Seymour M. The Samson option: 
Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 2013: 179. 
174 Dunn, Lewis A. "Military politics, nuclear proliferation, and the ‘nuclear coup d’état’." Journal of Strategic 
Studies 1.1 (1978): 34. 
175 In a sense, the development of a nuclear weapons program is analogous to investment in Veblen goods, serving 
as a robust determinant of status and providing security merely through their presence. Nuclear weapons share many 
of the properties of Veblen goods: their acquisition is constrained both by difficulties in production and international 
sanctions, they have come to be characterized as the tools of major powers, and their pursuit is often driven up by 
restrictions on supply.  
176 Irregular entry can be defined as any means of succession that occurs outside of the rules and procedures 
prescribed by the country in question. The interaction between method of entry, proliferation, and survival will be 
explored in greater depth in Chapter 3. See Goemans, Hein E., Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, and Giacomo Chiozza. 
"Archigos. A data set on leaders 1875-2004." Code Book (2009): 9. 
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[their] own courtiers and generals.”177 In this context, investment in a prestige project can help 

legitimize their succession, providing them with the means to build a viable base of support.178  

 

Such behavior is more likely to be seen in non-democratic countries, which are generally more 

susceptible to “problems of internal succession.”179 But it is not exclusive to autocratic rule. 

Nuclear history offers a handful of cases in which rulers who entered office irregularly used 

proliferation as a means of projecting their authority domestically. This was the case in Libya 

under Ghaddafi, Syria under Assad, and Pakistan under Bhutto. As illustrated by Kelly O’Reilly, 

however, the leaders of South Africa, Australia, and India also led work on ambitious nuclear 

weapons projects when they “came to power following the sudden and unexpected death of their 

predecessors by way of assassination, heart attack, and a swimming accident,” respectively.180 

The relationship functions because the pursuit of nuclear weapons imbues leaders with a unique 

combination of prestige and legitimacy. 

 

In sum, work on a nuclear weapons project can offer embattled regimes and leaders a viable 

means of rallying support among domestic audiences, generating a means of legitimating their 

hold on power. As pointed out by Jonas Schneider, “it is not that leaders always matter. In 

 
177 The same can be said for civil unrest, which constitutes “the crumbling of established authority and therefore 
affects perceptions of national power.” See Blainey, Geoffrey. Causes of war. Simon and Schuster, 1988: 69-70. 
178 As noted by Dukalskis and Gerschewski, “a leader can gain access to power by using repression, but in the long 
run, all types of political regimes need to legitimate their rule.” See: Dukalskis, Alexander, and Johannes 
Gerschewski. "What autocracies say (and what citizens hear): Proposing four mechanisms of autocratic 
legitimation." Contemporary Politics 23.3 (2017): 252.  
179 Writing on the issue of nuclear learning in domestic politics, Joseph Nye observes, “an election, coup, or even 
generational change can cause leaders with quite different perceptions of national interest to replace old ones.” See: 
Wolford, Scott. "Incumbents, successors, and crisis bargaining: Leadership turnover as a commitment problem." 
Journal of Peace Research 49.4 (2012): 527; Nye, Joseph S. "Nuclear learning and US–Soviet security regimes." 
International Organization 41.3 (1987): 379. 
180 O'Reilly, Kelly P. Nuclear proliferation and the psychology of political leadership: Beliefs, motivations and 
perceptions. Routledge, 2014: 7. 
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nuclear politics, however, they often do.”181 In considering the domestic implications of nuclear 

durability, it is useful to assess several alternate explanations that provide competing theories for 

the phenomena explored above. First, pursuit of nuclear weapons may lead to an adverse 

reaction, bringing unwanted pressure on the leader and regime. Scholars like Sagan have 

suggested that proliferating states can be deterred “not by threatening its subjects but by 

threatening its leader.”182 Such an approach is unlikely to dampen the securitizing impact of 

nuclear proliferation; faced with an external challenges, domestic audiences are more likely to 

rally around the flag, generating added support for the threatened leader or regime.183  

 

Targeting a regime’s leader or selectorate is more likely to yield counterproductive outcomes, as 

the embattled elite will be left with an emboldened self-help mentality against the resulting 

external pressure. This posture is likely to prove popular among the general population, who are 

more likely to lend their support to problematic compatriots than hostile outsiders. Ted Carpenter 

expands on this, observing that coercive non-proliferation strategies (either through sanctions of 

threats of a military strike) are “not a viable option in most cases. Sanctions have not had an 

impressive record of persuading target regimes to alter their policies…[and] pre-emptive military 

strikes would theoretically be more effective but [pose] serious drawbacks.”184 Faced with such 

pressures, nuclear weapons are more likely than not to strengthen the regime’s authority 

internally and affirm its hold on power. 

 
181 Schneider, Jonas. "The Study of Leaders in Nuclear Proliferation and How to Reinvigorate It." International 
Studies Review 22.1 (2020): 3. 
182 Sagan, Scott D. "Armed and Dangerous." Foreign Affairs 97 (2018): 35. 
183 Among others, see: Abulof, Uriel. "Nuclear Diversion Theory and Legitimacy Crisis: The Case of I ran." Politics 
& Policy 41.5 (2013): 690-722; Kahl, Colin H. "Not time to attack Iran: Why war should be a last resort." Foreign 
Affairs (2012): 166-173. 
184 Among the drawbacks of a military strike, he lists the desire to seek revenge against the United States and an 
increase in the likelihood of terrorist attacks. Regional fallout from a hard regime collapse can also be added to this 
list, drawing on the experiences of Iraq and Libya. See: Carpenter, Ted Galen. "Closing the nuclear umbrella." 
Foreign Affairs. 73 (1994): 10. 
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Competing Explanations 

Having outlined the dynamics of nuclear proliferation and regime survival, the discussion will 

conclude with a brief examination of potential counterarguments and alternate explanations. 

Chapter 1 concluded with a set of hypotheses that structure the analysis of nuclear proliferation 

and durability. These are reproduced below: 

 

H0a : Nuclear weapon programs have no discernible effect on regime durability. 

HAa1 : Nuclear weapon programs have a positive effect on regime durability. 

HAa2 : Nuclear weapon programs have a negative effect on regime durability. 

 

H0b : Nuclear acquisition has no discernible effect on regime durability. 

HAb1 : Nuclear acquisition has a positive effect on regime durability. 

HAb2 : Nuclear acquisition has a negative effect on regime durability. 

 

H0c : Nuclear weapon programs have no discernible effect on leadership duration. 

HAc1 : Nuclear weapon programs have a positive effect on leadership duration. 

HAc2 : Nuclear weapon programs have a negative effect on leadership duration. 

 

H0d : Nuclear acquisition has no discernible effect on leadership duration. 

HAd1 : Nuclear acquisition has a positive effect on leadership duration. 

HAd2 : Nuclear acquisition has a negative effect on leadership duration. 
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Ha and Hb focus on regime durability as the outcome of interest, while Hc and Hd examine the 

effect of proliferation on leader tenure. The theoretical mechanisms explored in this chapter 

primary focus on alternate hypotheses suggesting a positive association between proliferation 

and survival: these are marked HA1 above. Specifically, the mechanisms suggest that ceteris 

paribus, both the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons has a positive impact on political 

survival. This is theorized to extend to both regimes and leaders. The hypotheses above also 

address potential competing claims. First, proliferation may have a negative effect on political 

survival, both at the regime and leader level of analysis. Second, nuclear weapons might have no 

impact at all on durability, with other structural factors explaining both the decision to proliferate 

and the likelihood of survival. Relatedly, the relationship might be endogenous, with only strong 

states having the resources and capacity to build nuclear weapons. All three will be unpacked in 

sequence below. 

 

As noted earlier, work on a nuclear program is a risky venture and may increase the likelihood of 

foreign intervention. Per Monteiro and Debs, the threat of preventive war may negate any 

durability benefits associated with proliferation, especially where “the target’s security benefits 

from proliferation would be large relative to the attacker’s costs of war.”185 However with the 

exception of Iraq, there is scant evidence that the use of force has succeeded in negating the 

positive externalities generated by a nuclear program. The threat of regime ouster rarely succeeds 

in changing proliferators’ beliefs regarding the securitizing benefits of nuclear weapons.  

 

 
185 Despite the point above, Fuhrmann later observes, “a US threat against a weak state with little ability to retaliate 
militarily…maybe less effective than it initially appears. See: Fuhrmann, Matthew. "When Preventive War Threats 
Work for Nuclear Non-proliferation." The Washington Quarterly 41.3 (2018): 116-117; Debs, Alexandre, and Nuno 
P. Monteiro. Nuclear Politics. Vol. 142. Cambridge University Press, 2017: 45. 
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Indeed William Walker and Nicholas Wheeler argue that the opposite was true in the 

denuclearization of Iraq after the First Gulf War: “it is doubtful that this nuclear disarmament 

could have happened if the Iraqi regime had been overthrown in 1991 and Iraq had then 

dissolved into the civil war that occurred after the 2003 war.”186 By this logic, ensuring 

Saddam’s survival made his disarmament possible. Correspondingly, preventive war and 

existential threats against regime survival can create a feedback loop, pushing beleaguered actors 

towards nuclear weapons and increasing the cost of their ouster. 

  

The recent experiences of states like North Korea help bolster this relationship. Israeli-Egyptian 

discord in the mid-1960s provides another illustrative example. Faced with a deteriorating 

balance of power, Egyptian President Nasser emphasized the gravity of the threat, warning, “in 

the absence of any other practical alternative, preventive war against Israel to stop her from 

acquiring nuclear weapons had become inevitable.”187 The issue was raised in the Conference of 

Arab Prime Ministers in mid-March 1966, with the Egyptian delegation warning that a solution 

would be “based upon the assumption that the only response…was a preventive war, and that it 

is incumbent upon all Arab countries to destroy immediately anything that might enable Israel to 

manufacture an atomic bomb.”188  

 

 
186 Walker, William, and Nicholas J. Wheeler. "The problem of weak nuclear states." The Non-proliferation Review 
20.3 (2013): 424. 
187 Levite, Ariel E., and Emily B. Landau. "Arab Perceptions of Israel's Nuclear Posture, 1960–1967." Israel Studies 
1.1 (1996): 42. 
188 Al-Jamahiriya, Egypt, 12 March 1966 (Hatzav, 18 March 1966, 112/586.O11). Hasan Sabri al-Khuli, Nasser’s 
representative in the Conference, clarified this statement by bringing attention to the fact that the Egyptian statement 
was based on a perception of threat: “A preventive war is one that is generally intended to prevent the enemy from 
enjoying the use of weapons that are dangerous to us, like an inoculation given before the illness comes.”  The 
statements show the extent to which the Israeli nuclear threat altered Arab perceptions, changing an unambiguously 
offensive approach dominated by a desire to destroy the Israeli state into a predominantly defensive posture. This 
case will be further expanded in chapter three. 
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The threat backfired on two fronts. First, the fear of engaging a near-nuclear adversary proved to 

be sufficiently daunting for members of the Conference, nearly all of whom refused to coalesce 

behind the Egyptian position. Second, the threat accelerated work on the Israeli nuclear program. 

The prospect of its entry into the nuclear club created an existential threat against the Israeli 

state, one that pushed it further towards nuclear weapons and ultimately neutralized the threat 

itself. 

 

Continuing with the assessment of competing explanations, it may also be argued that nuclear 

proliferation has no discernible effect on regime or leader survival. Put more strongly, nuclear 

proliferation may be seen as an insufficient means of preventing regime collapse or leader ouster, 

per the four null hypotheses above. Indeed, states like the Soviet Union and South Africa may 

appear as counter-arguments in this regard. Two issues must be taken into consideration when 

assessing this claim. First, nuclear proliferation (like any strategy of securitization) is not fool-

proof; its effect must be considered as an aggregate treatment relative to a counterfactual sample 

of comparable cases that did not pursue nuclear weapons. The rarity of attempted and successful 

proliferation cases makes such matching difficult, exposing the output to issues of inconsistency 

or bias.  

 

Nor should the importance of underlying economic and sociological factors be under-

emphasized; owing to the complexity of the outcome as well as the issues of equifinality 

surrounding the conceptualization of regime and leader survival, all such explanations will 

ultimately only present a facet of the phenomenon of interest.189 For instance, the dissolution of 

 
189 For a more in-depth discussion on equifinality and inference, see Bennett, Andrew, and Jeffrey T. Checkel, eds. 
Process tracing. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
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the apartheid regime in South Africa was contingent on a host of political decisions, including 

the dismantling of the state’s nuclear arsenal. The challenge then involves isolating the effect of 

proliferation to see if it has any bearing on survival. In assessing the determinants of durability, 

previous scholarship has emphasized the importance of institutional characteristics,190 economic 

integration and foreign investment,191 regime legitimation,192 natural resource endowments,193 

and international conflict behavior.194 This study joins the list in offering another mechanism for 

understanding the survival of political orders. The following chapter will set about to assess the 

impact of proliferation quantitatively, establishing a baseline for regime and leader survival 

relative to nuclear status.195 

 

Finally, it may be claimed that the relationship between proliferation and survival is endogenous, 

with more stable and ex ante durable regimes more likely to select into risky behaviors like 

initiating a weapons program. While a focus on the impact of nuclear weapons can be 

susceptible to issues of endogeneity, many of these concerns can be addressed through both 

quantitative analysis and granular process-tracing.  The record of proliferation among such 

 
190 Knutsen, Carl Henrik, and Håvard Mokleiv Nygård. "Institutional Characteristics and Regime Survival: Why Are 
Semi‐Democracies Less Durable Than Autocracies and Democracies?" American Journal of Political Science 59.3 
(2015): 656-670. 
191 Bak, Daehee, and Chungshik Moon. "Foreign direct investment and authoritarian stability." Comparative 
Political Studies 49.14 (2016): 1998-2037. 
192 Kailitz, Steffen and Daniel Stockemer. "Regime legitimation, elite cohesion and the durability of autocratic 
regime types." International Political Science Review 38.3 (2017): 332-348; Kailitz, Steffen. "Classifying political 
regimes revisited: legitimation and durability." Democratization 20.1 (2013): 39-60. 
193 Kendall-Taylor, Andrea. "Purchasing power: Oil, elections and regime durability in Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan." 
Europe-Asia Studies 64.4 (2012): 737-760; Smith, Benjamin. "Oil wealth and regime survival in the developing 
world, 1960–1999." American Journal of Political Science 48.2 (2004): 232-246. 
194 Chiozza, Giacomo, and Hein E. Goemans. "International conflict and the tenure of leaders: Is war still ex post 
inefficient?" American Journal of Political Science 48.3 (2004): 604-619; Colaresi, Michael. "When doves cry: 
International rivalry, unreciprocated cooperation, and leadership turnover." American Journal of Political Science 
48.3 (2004): 555-570. 
195 Of the states that relinquished their nuclear weapons programs, 17 experienced leadership change less than a year 
after stopping their programs. See: Mehta Rupal, N. Windows of Opportunity: Nuclear Reversal, Positive 
Inducements, and Leadership Change. Working Paper, University of Nebraska, 2016: 18. 
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embattled and isolated states as South Africa, North Korea, Iran, and Pakistan suggests the 

contrary: leaders facing stringent security challenges or domestic instability are more likely to 

pursue a nuclear arsenal. Even when proliferation does not prevent the ultimate collapse of the 

regime (as was the case in South Africa), it nonetheless succeeds in lengthening the life of an 

otherwise-frail political order.  

 

In a sense, nuclear programs act as a form of life support for such entities, improving their 

durability and mitigating hazards that would otherwise culminate in their speedy demise. Hagh 

and Kroenig make this point quantitatively: using updated data and an iterated Bayesian model 

averaging approach, they show that measures of regime durability and leadership spell have no 

substantive impact on the likelihood of proliferation. This finding is shown to be robust even 

when accounting for variations in model specification and variable selection.196 The following 

chapter provides further evidence regarding the direction of effect, testing the relationship using 

a battery of different statistical tests. 

 

To conclude, the empirics presented in this project will attempt to establish a plausible case for 

the positive relationship between nuclear proliferation and political survival. The statistical 

models presented in Chapter 3 attempt to isolate the substantive impact of nuclear proliferation, 

addressing both endogeneity and variable selection issues in the process. Next, two in-depth 

qualitative case studies show how the Israeli and South African states improved their durability 

by acquiring nuclear weapons. Finally, a handful of illustrative vignettes explore the 

 
196 Hagh, Ariya and Matthew Kroenig. “Back to Basics: a Bayesian Analysis of the Correlates of Nuclear 
Proliferation.” Unpublished manuscript. 
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generalizability of  this finding by examining comparable links between proliferation and 

political survival in a sample of both democratic and autocratic states.  

 

As noted in the beginning of this chapter, previous work on nuclear proliferation has neglected to 

account for the impact of proliferation on leaders, or the pre-existing conditions that leaders seek 

to address by pursuing nuclear weapons. For example, Etel Solingen’s seminal analysis of 

proliferation behavior reasoned that nuclear programs are predominantly driven by concerns of 

regime survival.197 But her model views the legitimizing measures used by leaders as an 

endogenously determined choice between a more autarkic model and greater economic 

integration.  

 

Likewise, Jacques Hymans’ theory of oppositional nationalism sets out to find the set of leaders 

who are likely to respond to challenges with a nuclear program. But even Hymans concedes that 

his theory treats “state leaders’ identities as given and therefore does not tackle the important 

further questions of how people become oppositional nationalists in the first place and why 

oppositional nationalists may rise to power.”198 Even Scott Sagan’s oft-cited domestic model 

treats proliferation as the outcome, not as an explanatory factor in understanding survival.199 

With regards to this issue, Potter and Mukhatzhanova point out that “inattention to the domestic 

context in which nuclear decisions are made” has led to a notable gap in the literature.200 This 

 
197 Solingen, Etel. Nuclear logics: contrasting paths in East Asia and the Middle East. Vol. 115. Princeton 
University Press, 2009. 
198 Hymans, Jacques EC. "The Study of nuclear proliferation and non-proliferation: Toward a new consensus?" 
Forecasting nuclear proliferation in the 21st century 1 (2010): 33. 
199 Sagan, Scott D. "Why do states build nuclear weapons? Three models in search of a bomb." International 
security 21.3 (1997): 54-86. 
200 Potter, William C., and Gaukhar Mukhatzhanova. "Divining nuclear intentions: A review essay." International 
Security 33.1 (2008): 141. 
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project attempts to address that gap by paying closer attention to the other side of the causal 

arrow. 

Conclusion 

This chapter explored some of the mechanisms governing the impact of nuclear proliferation on 

regime durability and leader survival. While previous literature predominantly has used domestic 

political factors as an explanatory factor in accounting for proliferation, this project examines the 

inverse relationship, seeking to understand whether and how nuclear proliferation can impact 

political durability.201 Thanks to a combination of counterproductive non-proliferation practices, 

acquiescence to the demands of nuclear- and near-nuclear states, military action, and unreliable 

security assurances, the postwar era has yielded over a dozen cases in which the pursuit or 

acquisition of nuclear weaponry was associated with a positive outcome on survival and 

durability. These trends were strengthened when states began to view nuclearization as a 

meaningful remedy for both internal and external security challenges.  

 

Though the record of proliferation has not yielded the sort of cascades that were theorized to 

occur at the beginning of the nuclear age, there is no guarantee that such a move may not yet 

take place in an increasingly multipolar global stage. On the contrary, shifts in the global balance 

of power may well incentivize a cohort of states to pursue a nuclear insurance policy as a means 

of ensuring their security. Instability and the waning promise of international alliances may well 

lead to the assumption that nuclear weapons are a more stable means of safeguarding survival 

than currently accepted. Whether they face internal or external challenges, such an approach has 

 
201 Among others, see: Krepon, Michael. "Can Deterrence Ever Be Stable?" Survival 57.3 (2015): 111; Mueller, 
John. Atomic obsession: nuclear alarmism from Hiroshima to al-Qaeda. Oxford University Press, 2009. 
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unfortunately come to represent the beleaguered regime’s insurance policy against ouster and 

collapse. As such, a better understanding of the security benefits of proliferation is both timely 

and useful. The following chapter will present a series of illustrative vignettes outlining how 

these mechanisms work in practice. This will then be followed by a pair of in-depth case studies 

that more intricately trace the role of nuclear weapons in bolstering at-risk regimes.  
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CHAPTER 3. Atomic Hazards: A Quantitative Analysis of Proliferation and Survival 

Introduction 

The impact of nuclear proliferation on regime and leader survival can be explored through both 

internal and external political mechanisms. These influence behavior at the level of the state and 

individual leaders, providing means of domestic power consolidation, deterrence, and even great 

power entrapment. This chapter seeks to expand on the theoretical mechanisms offered 

previously, formulating and testing several hypotheses related to the effect of nuclear 

proliferation on leader survival and regime durability. Ceteris paribus, are nuclear weapons 

associated with an increase in regime durability? Will the pursuit or acquisition of a nuclear 

bomb help reduce some of the hazards faced by individual leaders, particularly those whose 

entry into office was done by irregular means? What is the relationship between nuclear 

proliferation and incidents of domestic unrest, such as protests and coups? These questions are 

systematically scoped and appraised in order to provide a sense of the overall impact of 

proliferation on political survival. 

 

The following section lays out hypotheses on the relationship between nuclear proliferation, 

regime durability, and leader survival. Several of these argue that the pursuit and acquisition of 

nuclear weapons has a positive impact on political survival and durability at both the leader- and 

regime-levels of analysis. The chapter situates this conjecture in the context of available data, 

generating a frame of reference for the levels of analysis. It then provides descriptive statistics as 

a plausibility probe assessing the relationship between nuclear proliferation and survival. Next, it 

offers a combination of survival modeling and regression analysis to test the relationship against 

various facets of regime durability, leader survival, and political security. The analysis concludes 
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with a combination of propensity score matching and Bayesian model averaging as robustness 

tests to check the validity of these inferences against issues of endogeneity and model sensitivity.  

Questions and Hypotheses  

This chapter establishes a quantitative baseline for some of the theories postulated in the 

previous section. The key challenge will be to measure the impact of proliferation at various 

stages in the nuclear life cycle, exploring the ways in which such programs interact with the 

survival of individual leaders as well as political regimes in general. Given the fact that the 

theoretical mechanisms apply to both regimes and leaders, the appropriate unit of analysis will 

be leader-years, allowing for necessary scaling as the first- (individual) and second-image 

(regime) effects of proliferation are tested. As the relationships of interest can feasibly have 

either positive or negative effects, two-tailed hypotheses will be used to formally capture the 

various relationships of interest. The following hypotheses are provided in connection to the 

relationship between nuclear proliferation and political security: 

 

H0a : Nuclear weapon programs have no discernible effect on regime durability. 

HAa1 : Nuclear weapon programs have a positive effect on regime durability. 

HAa2 : Nuclear weapon programs have a negative effect on regime durability. 

 

H0b : Nuclear acquisition has no discernible effect on regime durability. 

HAb1 : Nuclear acquisition has a positive effect on regime durability. 

HAb2 : Nuclear acquisition has a negative effect on regime durability. 
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H0c : Nuclear weapon programs have no discernible effect on leadership duration. 

HAc1 : Nuclear weapon programs have a positive effect on leadership duration. 

HAc2 : Nuclear weapon programs have a negative effect on leadership duration. 

 

H0d : Nuclear acquisition has no discernible effect on leadership duration. 

HAd1 : Nuclear acquisition has a positive effect on leadership duration. 

HAd2 : Nuclear acquisition has a negative effect on leadership duration. 

 

Hypotheses Ha and Hb propose relationships associated with regime durability, examining the 

effect nuclear weapons have on ruling governments.  Hypotheses Hc and Hd delve into the 

impact of nuclear weapons on individual leaders. The mechanisms proposed in Chapter 2 would 

suggest that HAb1 and HAd1 would hold for nuclear acquisition: once a state or leader has 

successfully manufactured nuclear weapons, it is believed that both regime and leader durability 

would benefit, ceteris paribus. Likewise, HAa1 and HAc1 are expected to hold for the pursuit of 

nuclear weapons. This, however, is a stronger statement and requires unpacking: would an 

incomplete nuclear program provide any of the durability benefits expected from the successful 

acquisition of nuclear weapons? Counterfactually, either H0a or H0c might plausibly be expected.  

 

Absent a functioning nuclear bomb, proliferators might well be treated the same as non-nuclear 

states, failing to accrue either the domestic or international benefits of their bomb programs. If 

this were to hold, one would expect no difference in regime and leader durability rates between 

the subset of proliferators and non-proliferators. Taken a step further, one may also plausibly 

expect HAa2 or HAc2 to hold: the attempt to build a nuclear weapon might invite negative 
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attention from the international community, leading to sanctions, diplomatic pressure, or even 

armed intervention. In this eventuality, nuclear weapons may thus even have a negative impact 

on durability. Such an outcome is not unprecedented; indeed, it represents the fate of Saddam 

Hussein and the Iraqi Baath regime. What remains to be seen is whether the Iraqi example was 

an outlier or representative of a more robust relationship between proliferation and survival. The 

statistical tests that follow seek to leverage available empirical evidence to better understand 

these issues.  

Sources of Data 

Before proceeding with the analysis, a brief statement on the sources and range of the underlying 

data is merited. Quantitative analysis is only as valid as the input data on which it is based. As 

such, careful attention must be paid to take advantage of all existing information related to the 

hypotheses formulated above. This is especially true for the main treatment of interest, the 

pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons. While there are currently two commonly accepted 

coding schemes operationalizing nuclear weapons-related activities, both are somewhat 

problematic for two reasons. First, both the Gartzke-Jo and Singh-Way coding of nuclear cases 

begin at 1945, effectively censoring seven years of wartime research and development related to 

nuclear weapons.202 The omission may be intangible when proliferation is the outcome of 

interest, but it creates certain problems for a research design that uses these data as the primary 

treatment of interest. Notably, the left-censoring of proliferation data would lead to the omission 

of important cases in survival analysis, since it would omit the United States, Great Britain, the 

Soviet Union, and Germany from the active sample on nuclear pursuit. Second, the two existing 

 
202 For access to the relevant datasets, see Singh, Sonali, and Christopher R. Way. "The correlates of nuclear 
proliferation: A quantitative test." Journal of Conflict Resolution 48.6 (2004): 859-885; Jo, Dong-Joon, and Erik 
Gartzke. "Determinants of nuclear weapons proliferation." Journal of Conflict Resolution 51.1 (2007): 167-194. 
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datasets diverge greatly on their assessments of nuclear proliferation. As observed in Hagh and 

Kroenig’s examination of the correlates of nuclear proliferation, “the two datasets diverge on the 

timeline of pursuit for 70% of the 23 countries that are considered to have developed a nuclear 

weapons program.”203 This is illustrated in Figure 1 below: 

 

 

Figure 1: Timeline of Nuclear Pursuit (Source: Hagh & Kroenig) 

 

Red bars represent the timeline of proliferation as coded by Singh and Way, and grey lines those 

coded by Gartzke and Jo. Bars in green represent a common coding between the two datasets. As 

 
203 Hagh, Ariya and Matthew Kroenig. “Back to Basics: a Bayesian Analysis of the Correlates of Nuclear 
Proliferation.” Unpublished manuscript. 
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can be seen, while the two overlap on several cases, they show significant divergence across the 

majority of the sample. Four of the country-coding schemes in the combined sample diverge 

completely: these are Sweden and Yugoslavia (omitted in the Gartzke-Jo data), and Algeria and 

Syria (omitted in the Singh-Way coding).  

 

In order to offset these issues, Philipp Bleek’s updated survey of nuclear proliferation cases is 

used to code nuclear activity for this analysis.204 These data update the timeline of proliferation 

and track nuclear behavior back to the start of the nuclear era.205 The updates used in this 

analysis make it possible to capture some of the findings from newer research on proliferation, 

bringing in evidence from a more complete sample of nuclear activity than previously used in 

quantitative studies of this kind. Since the treatment of interest is not simply the binary 

acquisition of nuclear weapons but rather the various stages of development on the path towards 

a bomb, the sample is expanded to include all nuclear activity between 1938 and 2015, divided 

into categories of nuclear exploration, active pursuit of a nuclear weapons program, and 

acquisition. Though relevant data on nuclear latency was available, such measures were not 

included owing to a high degree of collinearity with other more standard measures of industrial 

capacity.206 Latency was found to be almost codetermined with standard structural controls, 

providing little additional information of value with respect to proliferation. 

 

 
204 Bleek, Philipp C. When Did (and Didn't) States Proliferate? Chronicling the Spread of Nuclear Weapons. Belfer 
Center for Science and International Affairs, 2017: 8. 
205 Two changes were made to Bleek’s operationalization of nuclear cases. First, India’s acquisition of nuclear 
weapons was coded as 1974, the year of the Smiling Buddha nuclear test. The incident marked the successful 
detonation of a nuclear device and therefore represents India’s entry into the nuclear club for all practical purposes. 
Second, South Africa was coded as exploring nuclear weapons capability between 1969-1973 and actively pursuing 
between 1974-1978. In-depth process tracing of South Africa’s nuclear program can be found in chapter 5. 
206 On nuclear latency, see Fuhrmann, Matthew, and Benjamin Tkach. "Almost nuclear: Introducing the nuclear 
latency dataset." Conflict Management and Peace Science 32.4 (2015): 443-461. 
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Information on proliferation trends was then wedded to regime and leader survival indicators. 

Data on the entry and exit of world leaders were derived from version 4.1 of the Archigos 

dataset, which provides many of the necessary outcome measures for the time frame under 

consideration.207 Data on regime durability was obtained from two sources. The first was 

Geddes, Wright, and Frantz’s dataset of regime survival, which provided measures for time-

invariant regime spells as well as duration counts of all regimes.208  

 

Additional tests were conducted using data from the Polity project, which provides measures of 

regime durability and failure.209 Horowitz et al.’s LEAD dataset provided useful information on 

the health and background of various leaders, generating useful controls at the leader level of 

analysis.210 Finally, Marshall’s Major Episodes of Political Violence Project, the Correlates of 

War database, and Mattes’ et al.’s CHISOLS (Change in Leader Support) provided additional 

controls for a variety of exogenous factors that might have influenced regime durability or leader 

survival.211 These datasets were chosen with an eye to reducing systematic missingness in the 

analysis, improving the statistical power of the inferences made and reducing the risk of 

unintended biases due to listwise deletion and other forms of data loss. The latter was of 

 
207 Goemans, Henk E., Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, and Giacomo Chiozza. "Introducing Archigos: A dataset of 
political leaders." Journal of Peace research 46.2 (2009): 269-283. 
208 Geddes, Barbara, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz. "Autocratic breakdown and regime transitions: A new data 
set." Perspectives on Politics 12.2 (2014): 313-331. 
209 Marshall, Monty G., Ted Robert Gurr, and Keith Jaggers. "Center for Systemic Peace." Polity IV Project (2011). 
210 Ellis, Cali Mortenson, Michael C. Horowitz, and Allan C. Stam. "Introducing the LEAD data set." International 
Interactions 41.4 (2015): 718-741. 
211 Marshall, Monty G. "Major episodes of political violence (MEPV) and conflict regions, 1946-2014." Center for 
Systemic Peace. Available at˂ http://www. systemicpeace. org/˃. Accessed on July 15 (2015): 2017; Singer, J. 
David, and Melvin Small. "Correlates of war project: International and civil war data, 1816-1992 (ICPSR 9905)." 
Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research (1994); Mattes, Michaela, Brett 
Ashley Leeds, and Naoko Matsumura. "Measuring change in source of leader support: The CHISOLS dataset." 
Journal of Peace Research 53.2 (2016): 259-267. 
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particular concern given the rarity of nuclear proliferation; where necessary, multiple imputation 

was used to further safeguard against these issues.212 

Theoretical Priors 

As a baseline for the subsequent analysis, a set of theoretical priors are provided for the 

hypotheses laid out at the beginning of the chapter. These are summarized in Table 1. The priors 

serve two purposes: summarizing expectations of effects across the various levels of analysis and 

providing an assessment of how each treatment is theorized to interact with durability and 

survival. Expectations of effects relative to the two levels of analysis are based upon previous 

scholarly work as well as the mechanisms explored in the previous chapter. 

 

Table 1: Theoretical Priors 

Level of Nuclear 

Development 
Regime Durability Leader Survival 

Exploration Null Null 

Pursuit Positive Positive 

Acquisition Positive Positive 

 

With the relevant hypotheses, sources of data, and theoretical priors, established, the relationship 

between nuclear proliferation and political survival will now be gauged. First, descriptive 

statistics will be used to explore the baseline interactions between the treatments and outcomes 

of interest. Next, a combination of least-squares and generalized linear modeling will test the 

three levels of proliferation against time-invariant regime spells, leadership spells, regime 

durability, and leader survival. Additional tests will be conducted on the likelihood of death 

 
212 King et al.’s “Amelia II” software was used for multiple imputation. See: Zhang, Zhongheng. "Multiple 
imputation for time series data with Amelia package." Annals of translational medicine 4.3 (2016).  
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(unnatural), exile, imprisonment, coups, and leader transitions relative to proliferation status. 

These will serve to triangulate various facets of durability and survival, providing a fuller image 

of the way nuclear weapons impact political stability. 

 

Given the potential relevance of endogeneity issues, propensity score matching and Bayesian 

model averaging will be used as robustness tests to isolate the effect of nuclear proliferation from 

the various structural and societal variations that might otherwise influence the durability of 

regimes and leaders. Matching will draw on a quasi-experimental approach to pair cases of 

exploration, pursuit, and acquisition to countries and leaders with similar political and economic 

backgrounds. This will serve to isolate the impact of proliferation at various points in the nuclear 

cycle. Finally, Bayesian model averaging will be used to guard against variable selection and 

model sensitivity issues, providing a more robust assessment of the average effect of 

proliferation on political survival. Each facet of the analysis will answer a particular portion of 

the puzzle; taken together, they will paint a more complete picture of the ways in which the 

pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons may be politically advantageous to different leaders, 

regimes, and institutional arrangements.   

Descriptive Statistics  

The analysis of nuclear durability begins with a survey of proliferation and the types of regime 

ouster. Table 2 below is based on the Archigos dataset, with data spanning between 1938 and 

2015 recorded at the leader unit of analysis.213 Note that per Goemans et al.’s codebook, 

“Removal from office is coded as Irregular when the leader was removed in contravention of 

 
213 Goemans, Henk E., Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, and Giacomo Chiozza. "Introducing Archigos: A dataset of 
political leaders." Journal of Peace research 46.2 (2009): 269-283. 
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explicit rules and established conventions. Most Irregular removals from office are done by 

domestic forces…overwhelmingly the result of the threat or use of force as exemplified in coups, 

(popular) revolts and assassinations.”214  

 

Table 2: Types of Leader Exit by Proliferation 

Type of Exit No Program Explore Pursue Acquire N 

Regular 67% 82% 71% 72% 2,294 

Foreign Imposition 2% 0% 6% 0% 73 

Irregular 18% 8% 8% 8% 601 

Natural Death 6% 8% 9% 9% 202 

Retired Due to Ill Health 2% 2% 0% 2% 68 

Still in Office 5% 0% 6% 9% 168 

N 3,185 89 35 100 3,409 

 

Based on these descriptive statistics, we see that the incidence of irregular ouster is roughly 10% 

lower for those leaders who engage in some kind of nuclear activity, regardless of whether they 

eventually acquire nuclear weapons. The risk of foreign imposition appears to be higher when 

states are actively pursuing nuclear weapons, suggesting an inverted-U curve relationship. On 

the other hand, natural death in office is slightly more prevalent in the nuclear sample, 

potentially hinting at longer tenures. Naturally, there are many confounders that influence this 

relationship; regime type, term limits, exogenous military and economic shocks, and institutional 

histories all influence patterns of leader exit. However, the summary above serves as a useful 

plausibility probe for the relationship of interest explored here.  

 

Table 3 below further breaks down the relationship by looking at the causes of leader exit instead 

of the type of exit alone. The breakdown provides two interesting insights into the relationship 

 
214 Goemans, Hein E., Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, and Giacomo Chiozza. "Archigos. A data set on leaders 1875-
2004." Code Book (2009): 9. 
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between nuclear proliferation and leader survival. First, the incidence of regular exit is about 8% 

higher than the baseline population for those leaders who either pursue or acquire nuclear 

weapons. Second, of the 459 leaders who were removed from office by government actors, the 

military, rebels, or the threat of foreign force, only 11 engaged in any level of nuclear activity. 

Many of these associations are explained by other exogenous factors, but these figures 

nonetheless provide a useful baseline on which to build. Furthermore, these figures at least 

satisfy the conjecture that proliferating leaders have not faced a systematic increase in their 

hazards, providing useful insights on the direction of effect.215 

 

Table 3: Causes of Leader Exit by Proliferation 

Cause of Exit No Program Explore Pursue Acquire N 

Regular Processes 75% 93% 83% 83% 2,567 

Assassination 0.5% 2% 0% 3% 29 

Popular Protest 0.5% 2% 0% 0% 38 

Removed by Gov’t Actors 1% 0% 3% 2% 47 

Removed by Military 10% 3% 3% 2% 312 

Removed by Rebels 2% 0% 3% 0% 53 

Threat of Foreign Force 1% 0% 3% 0% 47 

Still in Office 5% 0% 5% 9% 168 

Unknown 5% 0% 0% 1% 148 

N 3,185 89 35 100 3,409 

 

The tabulations above raise an interesting question with respect to nuclear proliferation and 

political survival: how does this relationship interact with democratic norms and regulatory 

institutional processes? Could some of the differences in exit types and post tenure fates be 

related to structural issues such as term limits or other moderated power transition rules? To 

assess these differences, the sample was divided by leaders’ method of entry, which is coded as 

 
215 Additional descriptive statistics on exit types, post-tenure fates, and proliferation can be found in the 
supplemental appendix, Figure 1 and Table 1. 
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regular when “prescribed by rules and procedures of the country” and irregular otherwise.216 One 

would expect regimes and leaders with leaders who entered office irregularly to reap greater 

benefits from nuclear activities, as their unregulated entry into office may generate more 

pressing demands for legitimation and power consolidation. The relationship between regime 

duration and proliferation is graphed in  below.217 

 

Figure 2: Regime Duration and Proliferation by Entry 

 

When disaggregated by entry, we can see that mean regime duration tends to increase as nuclear 

activity escalates. Compared to the non-nuclear samples, the average regime duration among the 

 
216 Ibid. 
217 For the purposes of this analysis, leader entry provides a more objective measure than potentially arbitrary 
measures of regime type or democracy, facilitating focus on differences in ascent and legitimation.  
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subsample of regular entrants with nuclear weapons increases by about twenty years, with the 

same increasing by about seven years for the subsample of irregular entrants. The drastic 

increase shown in the regular entry sample is somewhat skewed by nuclear states such as the 

United States and Great Britain, which have experienced unprecedented durability and continuity 

in government. However, the fact that the relationship retains a positive trend among the 

irregular entrants suggests that nuclear weapons do have a fortifying impact at the regime level, 

one that roughly increases as the level of nuclear proficiency increases.  

 

Figure 3: Leader Tenure and Proliferation by Entry 

 

 above further disaggregates this relationship at the leader level, graphing mean leader tenure for 

regular and irregular entrants at different levels of nuclear proliferation. Relative to the type of 



 78 

entry, the relationship at the leader level represents an inversion of that seen at the regime level: 

as expected, nuclear proliferation is shown to have an indeterminate effect for regular entrants. 

Compared to non-proliferators, mean leader tenure for this subset is slightly higher on the sample 

of states that pursued nuclear weapons, but slightly lower for those who actually acquired 

weapons. As noted earlier, mandatory term limits and other institutional checks are likely 

responsible for the differences in tenure between regular and irregular entrants.  

 

As expected, those who enter office irregularly tend to experience longer tenures regardless of 

their nuclear activities. However, nuclear proliferation gives a distinct boost to these leaders: 

compared to the sub-sample of non-nuclear actors, those who successfully acquire nuclear 

weapons exhibit tenures that are approximately four years longer on average. Curiously, the 

impact of proliferation appears to taper off between pursuit and acquisition, suggesting that the 

durability boost from a dedicated bomb program is about the same as that derived from a 

completed nuclear device. Taken together, both regime- and leader-level descriptives appear to 

suggest a positive relationship between proliferation and survival. While the case studies and 

supporting vignettes offer qualitative evidence of this relationship, the following statistical tests 

will explore whether the association persists with any degree of robustness.  

Least-Squares Modeling  

OLS regressions served as the first step in the analysis of the link between nuclear proliferation 

and political durability. The output summarized in Table 4 presents five regression models tested 

against time-invariant leader spells.218 Model one includes only the nuclear variables alongside 

 
218 In addition to the models shown here, alternate specifications controlled for the total number of Major Episodes 
of Political Violence (MEPV) in neighboring states as well as the number of bordering states with MEPV. Neither 
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structural controls and model two adds external controls involving trade and alliances.219 Model 

three controls for rivalry and unrest, testing the effect of proliferation relative to civil wars, 

ethnic wars, and enduring rivalries. Model four replaces the basic Polity score with specific 

regime type indicators from Geddes, Wright, and Frantz. The specification also accounts for 

changes in the Source of Leader Support from the CHISOLS dataset.220 Finally, model five tests 

a set of leader-level attributes that might impact tenure, including physical health, experience, 

type of entry into office, and rebel or military experience.  

 

Examining the output on the three treatments of interest, it can be seen that all three levels of 

proliferation are statistically significant against leader spells. However, while exploration and 

pursuit have a positive impact on tenure, acquisition appears to have a negative impact. Though 

this may seem paradoxical, the effect may be related to the subsample of cases that successfully 

acquired nuclear weapons. Over half of the proliferating states are democracies with norms 

mandating regular leader replacement. As such, the sample is skewed towards shorter leader 

spells. Subsequent models will disaggregate this effect to better understand the impact of nuclear 

acquisition on durability.  

 

Turning to pursuit, it can be seen that the presence of an active nuclear program is associated 

with a general increase in leader tenure. This corroborates some of the preliminary cross-

 
was statistically significant against time-invariant leader tenures. However, the number of borders was significant 
and had a negative effect: -0.553 (0.0556). With respect to personal attributes, a covariate for mental health was 
tested, though it was not significant at conventional levels. Leader age had a positive and statistically significant 
effect, but its coefficient was not substantively significant. Like the military service variable included in Model 5, 
combat experience had a negative and statistically significant effect. Finally, while an alliance with a nuclear state 
had a statistically significant effect, alliance with just the US did not.  
219 GDP, military expenditure, trade, and urban population were log-transformed. 
220 SOLS changes measure “the set of societal interests whose support allows the leader to gain and maintain 
power.” See Mattes, Michaela, Brett Ashley Leeds, and Naoko Matsumura. "Measuring change in source of leader 
support: The CHISOLS dataset." Journal of Peace Research 53.2 (2016): 259-267. 
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tabulations presented in the section above, suggesting that even the pursuit of nuclear weapons 

can play a positive role in determining the durability of individual leaders. The fact that the 

variable retains its statistical significance alongside a battery of structural controls adds to the 

reliability of the findings.  

 

Table 4: Linear Models on Time-Invariant Leader Spells 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
      

Explore 2.915*** 2.272*** 2.381*** 1.936*** 1.755** 

 (0.675) (0.811) (0.690) (0.681) (0.715) 

Pursue 2.323*** 4.500*** 2.717*** 3.949*** 4.602*** 

 (0.753) (0.955) (0.833) (0.893) (0.850) 

Acquire -1.106*** -1.686*** -1.066*** -2.659*** -2.605*** 

 (0.335) (0.485) (0.370) (0.373) (0.411) 

Polity Score -0.842*** -0.812*** -0.880***   

 (0.0173) (0.0219) (0.0171)   

GDP -0.296* -0.473** -0.353** -0.657*** -1.001*** 

 (0.157) (0.240) (0.155) (0.171) (0.143) 

Military Expenditure 1.068*** 1.533*** 0.540*** 0.296*** 0.227*** 

 (0.113) (0.195) (0.0705) (0.0679) (0.0618) 

Enduring Rivalry   1.093***   

   (0.264)   

Civil War (Magnitude)   -0.651***   

   (0.116)   

Ethnic War 

(Magnitude) 

  -0.782***   

   (0.0760)   

Urban Population -1.211*** -1.385***    

 (0.129) (0.182)    

Trade Volume  -0.164    

  (0.188)    

Number of Alliances  -0.0257    

  (0.0241)    

Nuclear Ally?  -1.711***    

  (0.308)    

SOLS Change?    -4.250***  

    (0.270)  
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Table 4. (Cont.) 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
      

Party Regime?    12.76***  

    (0.315)  

Military Regime?    2.726***  

    (0.318)  

Monarchy?    15.56***  

    (0.662)  

Personalist Regime?    11.97***  

    (0.389)  

Political Corruption 

Index 

   -4.172***  

    (0.493)  

Military Service?     -1.255*** 

     (0.324) 

Rebel Leader?     2.976*** 

     (0.324) 

Years of Experience     -0.0921*** 

     (0.0104) 

Physical Health     2.537*** 

     (0.370) 

Regular Entry?     -4.228*** 

     (0.396) 

Constant 11.32*** 10.62*** 11.45*** 10.37*** 21.88*** 

 (1.009) (1.685) (0.974) (1.300) (1.039) 

Observations 7,276 4,521 7,071 6,507 6,907 

R-squared 0.351 0.364 0.357 0.366 0.121 

Robust standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Turning to the state-level hypotheses, Table 5 tests the effects of nuclear proliferation against 

time-invariant regime spells. As with leader spells, the outcome measure codes the duration of 

political regimes as a constant, allowing for the use of easily-interpreted linear models. 

Following the variable specification choices outlined in Table 4, models 1-4 represent the same 

set of controls as were used on leader spells. However, the covariates accounting for leader level 

attributes were omitted due to the change in the level of analysis. Examining the coefficients on 
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nuclear proliferation, it can be seen that all three variables are statistically significant across 

nearly all specifications. Furthermore, all three levels of proliferation are associated with a 

positive effect on regime spells; unlike leader spells, mean regime spells appear to be positively 

affected by the presence of a nuclear weapon. 

 

Table 5: Linear Models on Time-Invariant Regime Spells 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) 
     

Explore 31.83*** 22.13*** 31.35*** 21.22*** 

 (2.068) (2.260) (2.019) (1.812) 

Pursue 7.903*** 1.254 11.90*** 8.251*** 

 (2.036) (2.159) (1.976) (1.275) 

Acquire 37.00*** 42.43*** 42.06*** 30.34*** 

 (2.000) (2.580) (1.798) (1.735) 

Polity Score 0.384*** 0.724*** 0.189***  

 (0.0580) (0.0664) (0.0601)  

GDP 11.84*** 11.30*** 8.934*** 8.197*** 

 (0.467) (0.690) (0.524) (0.419) 

Military Expenditure 3.283*** 5.144*** 4.835*** 0.683** 

 (0.326) (0.440) (0.321) (0.295) 

Urban Population -5.240*** -5.525*** -4.970*** -1.098*** 

 (0.426) (0.505) (0.402) (0.368) 

Enduring Rivalry   -6.037***  

   (0.683)  

Civil War (Magnitude)   -0.870***  

   (0.270)  

Ethnic War (Magnitude)   -3.705***  

   (0.246)  

Bordering States with 

MEPV 

  1.431***  

   (0.330)  

Trade Volume  -0.418   

  (0.509)   

Number of Alliances  -1.451***   

  (0.112)   

Nuclear Ally?  -1.275   

  (0.853)   
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Table 5. (Cont.) 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) 
     

SOLS Change?    -5.553*** 

    (1.107) 

Party Regime?    7.126*** 

    (0.783) 

Military Regime?    -15.22*** 

    (0.967) 

Monarchy?    16.21*** 

    (1.771) 

Personalist Regime?    -0.227 

    (0.828) 

Political Corruption Index    -46.45*** 

    (1.221) 

Constant -62.31*** -66.53*** -46.98*** -6.668* 

 (3.237) (4.556) (3.567) (3.410) 

     

Observations 6,591 4,399 6,469 6,246 

R-squared 0.383 0.460 0.437 0.539 

Robust standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

With respect to substantive significance, the coefficients on the exploration, pursuit, and 

acquisition of nuclear weapons appear to provide tentative support for the inverted-U curve 

relationship hinted at in the descriptive statistics. Though all three show a positive impact, the 

smaller coefficients on pursuit may be representative of a temporary risk to regime stability. 

However, when taken together the results from the linear models appear to be largely supportive 

of the priors stated at the beginning of the analysis. Proliferation appears to have a positive 

impact on regime and leader durability, even when controlling for a battery of covariates that 

might otherwise impact the baseline survival of political regimes and heads of state. In order to 

better gauge these interactions, parametric survival models will be specified at both the leader- 

and regime-level of analysis. Output from these regressions is examined in the following section. 
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Survival Analysis 

While the linear models explored above are useful for generating a baseline for regime and 

leader durability, the questions central to this project require an examination of time-to-event 

outcomes, evaluating the hazards or benefits posed by pursuing or acquiring a nuclear bomb. In 

these models, nuclear activity is coded as a treatment whose effect on leader survival and regime 

durability is measured over time. Initially, both semi-parametric (Cox) and parametric models 

were considered.221 A Cox proportional hazards model represents the risk induced by 

proliferation as a non-parametric constant (uniform across all cases) and a relative risk related to 

the impact of each covariate on the outcome.  

 

Two assumptions must be satisfied to ensure the validity of output: the first involves an 

assumption of linearity between the covariates and the log-hazard rate, and the second an 

assumption of proportionality among hazards. However, the focus on regime and leader survival 

makes semiparametric modeling inappropriate since changes to their hazard ratios are expected 

to be at least partially endogenous.222 As a result, the analysis was conducted using parametric 

survival models based on a Weibull distribution.223 As a robustness check accounting for 

country-level differences among different country-observations, random effects parametric 

survival models are also specified, taking into account the assumption that country-cases follow 

different underlying survival distributions.224 

 
221 Non-parametric Kaplan-Meir estimates are useful for their flexibility but were ultimately not chosen owing to the 
difficulty of incorporating additional covariates. 
222 The proportional hazard ratio assumption is violated by the expectation that the hazards for certain regimes and 
leaders are systematically different than others. Bueno de Mesquita and Smith reach a similar conclusion in their 
analysis of leader survival. See De Mesquita, Bruce Bueno, and Alastair Smith. "Leader survival, revolutions, and 
the nature of government finance." American journal of political science 54.4 (2010): 936-950. 
223 Robustness tests conducted with alternate distributional assumptions yielded roughly comparable results. 
224 Output from these and other robustness tests can be found in the appendix.  
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Table 6 below summarizes the output from survival models on leader tenure. The three nuclear 

variables are staggered across the six specifications, testing hazard rates relative to both 

structural and leader-specific indicators. Nuclear exploration is tested in models 1-2, pursuit in 

models 3-4, and acquisition in models 5-6. Odd-numbered specifications test leader hazards 

alongside controls for GDP, type of entry, alliance dynamics, conflict history, and rivalry. Even-

numbered specifications control for corruption as well as the age and health of the incumbent 

leader. 

 

Table 6: Survival Models on Leader Tenure 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       

Explore 1.007 1.278*     

 (0.156) (0.177)     

Pursue   0.439*** 0.338***   

   (0.115) (0.0952)   

Acquire     1.418** 1.358** 

     (0.210) (0.190) 

GDP 1.162*** 1.181*** 1.163*** 1.200*** 1.153*** 1.172*** 

 (0.0335) (0.0375) (0.0336) (0.0389) (0.0334) (0.0373) 

Regular Entry? 2.039*** 1.968*** 1.999*** 1.911*** 2.027*** 1.961*** 

 (0.179) (0.164) (0.175) (0.159) (0.178) (0.163) 

Number of 

Alliances 

0.977***  0.976***  0.971***  

 (0.00689)  (0.00687)  (0.00735)  

Nuclear Ally? 1.611***  1.610***  1.619***  

 (0.103)  (0.103)  (0.103)  

Civil/Ethnic War 1.105***  1.106***  1.099***  

 (0.0207)  (0.0209)  (0.0209)  

Enduring Rivalry 0.760***  0.788***  0.738***  

 (0.0504)  (0.0525)  (0.0501)  

Political 

Corruption 

 0.850  0.901  0.853 

  (0.102)  (0.109)  (0.102) 

Physical Health  0.886  0.882  0.866 

  (0.0911)  (0.0907)  (0.0893) 
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Table 6. (Cont.) 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
       

Mental Health  0.420***  0.420***  0.433*** 

  (0.118)  (0.118)  (0.121) 

Age  0.977***  0.978***  0.977*** 

  (0.00264)  (0.00263)  (0.00263) 

Constant 0.00608*** 0.0245*** 0.00616*** 0.0215*** 0.00658*** 0.0263*** 

 (0.00160) (0.00821) (0.00162) (0.00722) (0.00174) (0.00879) 

       

Observations 6,324 6,706 6,324 6,706 6,324 6,706 

Models based on Weibull survival distribution. 

Constant term estimates baseline hazard. 

Standard Errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Examining the results above, it can be seen that both pursuit and acquisition have a statistically 

significant effect on leader survival. However, pursuit is shown to increase survival times while 

acquisition decreases it. It remains to be seen whether the influence of regime types, term limits, 

and the method of entry are responsible for some of the distinctions between hazard ratios across 

levels of proliferation. In order to disaggregate this link, survival models with interaction terms 

on nuclear activity and entry into office were specified.225 By accounting for leader entry, 

survival times were bifurcated according to the order of succession dictating the head of state’s 

seizure of power. The results are illustrated in Figure 4.  

 
225 Output from the interaction-term survival models can be found in Table 3 of the supplemental appendix. 
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Figure 4: Leader-Level Hazards by Entry 

 

The y-axes show the probability of survival, graphed against leader tenure along the x-axes. The 

curves show successive survival rates for different levels of proliferation (no program, 

exploration, pursuit, and acquisition). Examining the left-hand plot on regular entry, it can be 

seen that survival rates are generally lower regardless of proliferation, accounting for the fact 

that democratic leaders and those who enter office according to prescribed laws generally tend to 

hold office for a shorter period of time. Proliferation appears to have a generally negative impact 

on this sample, as illustrated by the declining survival curves as the level of nuclear activity 

increases. On the other hand, the inverse relationship holds for leaders who enter office 

irregularly. Survival curves are generally less steep than those for regular entry, but nuclear 
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activity appears to increase the probability of survival over time. All three levels of proliferation 

correspond to improved survival curves, accounting for some of the discrepancies that were seen 

in the survival models of Table 6.  

 

Taken together, the models shown above provide further evidence of the positive association 

between nuclear weapons and leader survival. While the pursuit of nuclear arms reduces hazard 

ratios across the board, acquisition is shown to positively impact tenure for those leaders who 

enter office irregularly. The distinction and reversal of effect shown in Figure 4 is striking, 

generating additional questions on whether the effects seen here extend uniformly from the 

leader-level analysis to regime-level models. To answer this question, parametric survival 

models were specified using regime duration as the outcome of interest. The outcome measure 

presents certain measurement challenges owing to the presence of notable outlier regimes with 

very long periods of uninterrupted rule. In order to offset this, regime durability was 

standardized with counts beginning in 1938. The measure thus records regime stability and 

failure since the dawn of the nuclear age, allowing for comparison of cases relative to the 

treatment of interest.  

 

Table 7 summarizes survival models on regime duration with the exploration, pursuit, and 

acquisition of nuclear weapons as the primary treatment of interest. Models 1-3 examine the 

effect of nuclear exploration, 3-6 assess pursuit, and 7-9 the acquisition of nuclear weapons. 

Models 1, 4, and 7 represent baseline specifications, testing the three levels of proliferation 

against structural controls such as GDP, urban population, Polity score, and trade. Next, the 

models control for a broader array of potential exogenous shocks that may have an undue 
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influence on regime duration. These include enduring rivalries, civil or ethnic wars, and major 

episodes of political violence. The results from these specifications are shown in models 2, 5, 

and 8. Finally, a set of regime type indicators disaggregate effects according to the prevalence of 

various non-democratic political systems. This is shown in models 3, 6, and 9 for the three levels 

of proliferation. 

 

Examining the hazard ratios for nuclear activity, it can be seen that all three levels increase 

regime survival times.226 However, nuclear exploration is not statistically significant and pursuit 

is only significant at p<0.1. Acquisition of nuclear weapons is shown to have the strongest effect 

on regime duration, both statistically and substantively. This presents an interesting contrast 

relative to the leader-level models tested above. Survival models on leader tenure showed that 

the pursuit stage was associated with the greatest decline in hazard ratios, with acquisition 

having a comparable effect only for those leaders who came to power through irregular and 

unsanctioned means. Statistically, the pursuit stage also provided the most robust results. On the 

other hand, all three levels of proliferation reduced hazard rates for regime failure, with the effect 

showing increasing statistical robustness as the intensity of nuclear activity increased. The effect 

of nuclear proliferation remained roughly consistent across the three model specifications tested: 

the incidence of political corruption was the only factor whose inclusion seriously impacted 

survival rates. Even so, a cursory examination of the coefficients for that variable suggest that it 

may be overdetermined relative to regime duration. 

 
226 Additional robustness tests using random effects survival models were conducted. While the three levels of 
proliferation showed roughly analogous substantive coefficients, the results were not statistically significant at 
conventional levels. Output from these tests can be found in Table 4 of the supplemental appendix.  
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Table 7: Survival Models on Regime Duration 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 
          
Explore 0.937 0.527 0.876       
 (0.395) (0.267) (0.364)       
Pursue    0.514 0.403* 0.410*    
    (0.264) (0.206) (0.207)    
Acquire       0.267** 0.0987*** 0.146*** 
       (0.162) (0.0535) (0.0742) 
GDP 0.682*** 0.345*** 0.364*** 0.683*** 0.342*** 0.364*** 0.653*** 0.341*** 0.351*** 
 (0.0739) (0.0287) (0.0248) (0.0739) (0.0285) (0.0249) (0.0724) (0.0280) (0.0245) 
Polity Score 1.088*** 1.037*** 1.057*** 1.088*** 1.037*** 1.055*** 1.089*** 1.050*** 1.058*** 
 (0.0126) (0.0110) (0.0159) (0.0126) (0.0110) (0.0160) (0.0125) (0.0113) (0.0159) 
Number of Alliances  0.946**   0.947**   0.987  
  (0.0244)   (0.0242)   (0.0249)  
Nuclear Ally?  1.412**   1.408**   1.270  
  (0.206)   (0.206)   (0.186)  
Civil/Ethnic War  1.083**   1.079**   1.152***  
  (0.0382)   (0.0380)   (0.0404)  
Bordering States with 
MEPV 

 0.974*   0.974*   0.979  

  (0.0149)   (0.0148)   (0.0143)  
Enduring Rivalry  1.021   1.053   1.127  
  (0.155)   (0.161)   (0.167)  
Urban Population 1.085   1.104   1.121*   
 (0.0721)   (0.0740)   (0.0746)   
Trade Volume 0.713***   0.707***   0.721***   
 (0.0509)   (0.0504)   (0.0512)   
Political Corruption 
Index 

9.236***   9.213***   8.066***   

 (2.797)   (2.765)   (2.445)   
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Table 7. (Cont.) 
Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 
          

Party Regime?   0.922   0.934   0.821 
   (0.224)   (0.227)   (0.198) 
Military Regime?   3.277***   3.258***   2.746*** 
   (0.849)   (0.847)   (0.710) 
Monarchy?   0.429**   0.417**   0.348*** 
   (0.170)   (0.165)   (0.137) 
Personalist Regime?   2.146***   2.115***   1.789** 
   (0.524)   (0.519)   (0.435) 
Constant 0.0634*** 7.559*** 3.203** 0.0589*** 7.778*** 3.221** 0.0718*** 6.185*** 4.436*** 
 (0.0560) (4.797) (1.820) (0.0521) (4.931) (1.838) (0.0633) (3.878) (2.558) 
          
Observations 5,365 6,261 7,227 5,365 6,261 7,227 5,365 6,261 7,227 

Models based on Weibull survival distribution. Constant term estimates baseline hazard.  
Standard Errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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As with the preceding analysis of leader tenure, it is useful to see whether the results show any 

meaningful differences when disaggregated by regime type. Given the previous models’ focus on 

leader tenure, those results were divided relative to individual leaders’ method of entry into 

office. For the analysis of regime duration conducted here, that distinction is substituted with 

regime type. Figure 5 below divides the cases according to whether they were coded as 

democracies or non-democracies.227 

 

 

Figure 5: Disaggregated Regime-Level Hazards 

 

 
227 Regime type distinctions were derived from Geddes, Frantz, and Wright’s dataset as well as the Polity project.  
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The survival curves on the left show the impact of proliferation on democratic states, while those 

on the right show the same for non-democracies. As can be seen, both samples show decreasing 

hazard ratios as the level of nuclear activity increases. However, the effect appears to be more 

pronounced for democracies, especially at the level of nuclear pursuit and acquisition.228 The 

substantive changes in the probability of survival for non-democracies are more modest, but the 

direction of effect nonetheless holds.  

 

Taken together, the models shown above provide additional evidence that nuclear proliferation is 

associated with a positive effect on regime durability. While the substantive effects peak when 

states actually acquire weapons, work on a dedicated weapons program is also shown to have 

some effect on reducing regime-level hazards. The relationship is shown to be consistent when 

tested alongside a battery of controls accounting for regime type, structural power, trade, and 

alliances.  

 

As a final robustness test, the same models were run using Geddes, Frantz, and Wright’s regime 

failure variables. While the models presented above standardized regime duration as a function 

of time since the inception of the nuclear era, Geddes et al.’s data record regime durability as the 

total time in power since the inception of the regime. However, both substantive and statistical 

results are roughly identical across the two outcome measures. As shown above, the impact of 

the nuclear variables on regime duration increased as the level of nuclear activity increased, with 

acquisition showing both the strongest substantive and statistical impact on outcome. Likewise, 

 
228 This partially reflects the fact that democracies are on average more likely to be durable than non-democracies. In 
order to account for such ex-ante effects, the models graphed above controlled for Polity scores, structural factors 
such as GDP and trade, as well as internal unrest and alliance dynamics in an attempt to isolate the effect of 
proliferation. 



 94 

the results were disaggregated by regime type, showing a similar behavior for democracies and 

non-democracies. Output from the models on Geddes et al.’s regime duration measure can be 

found in Table 5 and Figure 2 of the supplemental appendix, respectively. 

 

 

Figure 6: Nuclear Durability by Regime Type 

 

While Figure 5 provided useful insights on the impact of nuclear durability relative to the type of 

political order, it would be useful to further disaggregate this relationship to better understand 

how nuclear proliferation impacts specific non-democracies. To that end, Figure 6 above graphs 
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survival curves for democracies compared to party, military, and personalist regimes.229 As can 

be seen, nuclear proliferation appears to correspond to a reduction of hazard ratios for all 

samples except personalist regimes, the results for which were not statistically significant at 

conventional levels. Examining the universe of relevant cases, it can be seen that five personalist 

leaders were coded as pursuing or possessing nuclear weapons: Boris Yeltsin, Vladimir Putin, 

Muammar Ghaddafi, Saddam Hussein, and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. Curiously, all of those who 

pursued but did not acquire nuclear weapons were forcibly removed from office, either through 

foreign intervention or by military or rebel forces.230 While there is insufficient information to 

make a strong claim about this relationship, it does appear that the counterfactual of a negative 

relationship between nuclear proliferation and durability is restricted largely to the subset of 

personalist leaders.231 For the rest of the regime subtypes, work on a nuclear weapons program 

appears to correspond to a general reduction of both regime- and leader-level hazard ratios. 

 

A closer examination of survival and tenure by regime type appears to support this conjecture. 

When interacted against various autocratic regime type indicators,  proliferation largely reduced 

leader-level hazard ratios.232 Party regimes saw a decline in hazard ratios across all three levels 

of proliferation (though the coefficients are only statistically significant on exploration and 

pursuit). A dissection of the underlying cases shows that four countries with party regimes 

 
229 Monarchies were excluded from this analysis owing to a lack of cases. Data on regime types were once again 
derived from Geddes et al.’s coding. Personalist regimes are coded as “autocracies in which discretion over policy 
and personnel are concentrated in the hands of one man, military or civilian.” See Geddes, Barbara, Joseph Wright, 
and Erica Frantz. "Autocratic breakdown and regime transitions: A new data set." Perspectives on Politics 12.2 
(2014): 319. 
230 The pattern holds if the sample is expanded to include leaders who explored the nuclear option: in this case, 
Sukarno would be added to the sample, and his ouster (per Archigos) is coded as removal by the military. 
231 When interacted against personalist rule, all three levels of proliferation activity tested were not statistically 
significant at conventional levels. However, both exploration (hazard ratio 2.51, standard error 2.57) and pursuit 
(hazard ratio 1.54, standard error 1.57) corresponded to reduced survival times.  
232 Results of the interaction between regime type and proliferation can be found in Table 6 of the supplemental 
appendix. 
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acquired nuclear weapons: the Soviet Union (Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov, 

Chernenko, Gorbachev), South Africa (Botha, de Klerk), People’s Republic of China, (Mao 

Zedong, Hua Guofeng, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao, Xi Jinping), and North Korea 

(Kim Jong-Il, Kim Jong-Un). Yugoslavia, Iran, and Syria are added to the sample if the pursuit 

of nuclear weapons is also considered. Exploration of nuclear weapons appears to increase 

hazard ratios for both military and personalist regimes (though only the former is statistically 

significant). However, pursuit is associated with reduced leader hazards for both regime types.233  

 

Taken together, output from the survival analysis provides additional support to the positive 

association between nuclear proliferation and political survival. Survival models tested against 

both leader and regime duration showed a general reduction in hazard ratios as nuclear activity 

increased. Disaggregation of results according to regime type and method of entry into office 

provided additional nuance to this relationship. Both pursuit and acquisition increased survival 

times, though the nature of the effect was moderated by considerations of regime type and 

method of entry into office. While these models provide a useful assessment of hazards and 

survival, they did not address an important question regarding the ways in which proliferation 

impacts disruptions to domestic political rule. The following section will attempt to test some of 

these relationships in order to better understand the ways in which nuclear proliferation can 

impact political durability and survival. 

 
233 Pakistan (Zia and Musharraf) was the only country with a military regime that acquired nuclear weapons. Two 
additional countries with military regimes pursued nuclear weapons: South Korea (Park, Choi Kyu-hah, Chun Doo-
hwan) and Brazil (Geisel, Figueredo, Sarnay). Though the interaction of pursuit and personalist rule shows a 
statistically significant reduction in hazard ratios, this is to be expected since both of the ousted leaders who pursued 
nuclear weapons nonetheless had exceptionally long tenures (Ghaddafi and Saddam ruled for 35 and 24 years, 
respectively). 
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Durability Against Political Shocks 

The survival analysis conducted in the previous section provided a useful baseline for how 

proliferation impacts the durability of leaders and regimes. But does work on a nuclear weapons 

project pose any implications or risks? Specifically, does proliferation impact various methods of 

irregular exit from office? At the extreme, could work on a nuclear bomb lead to leader death or 

regime failure? The models specified in this section focus on these questions. Rather than 

providing estimates on survival time, the focus now shifts to a set of binary outcomes, assessing 

the risks and benefits of proliferation for both regimes and leaders. Six outcomes will be 

considered, measuring increasingly severe risks to domestic political integrity.  

 

The first indicator assesses the likelihood of leadership change, testing whether and how work on 

nuclear weapons can trigger a change in domestic authority. The next models test the likelihood 

of irregular exit, defined as a loss of office “in contravention of explicit rules and established 

conventions” of that state.234 Since irregular exit is a somewhat diffuse measure, additional tests 

are conducted on the likelihood of attempted (failed) and successful coups. Finally, two 

measures assess the worst impacts of nuclear proliferation on leaders and regimes. The first 

focuses on leaders’ post-tenure fates, specifically, the likelihood of death, exile or imprisonment 

as a direct consequence of their political rule. The second explores the likelihood of outright 

regime failure. Table 8 below shows the output from logistic regressions on the six outcome 

measures described. For the sake of parsimony, models are specified with only baseline controls 

for economic capacity and regime type (coded as leader’s method of entry for the leader-level 

outcomes and Polity scores for regime failure). 
 

234 Goemans, Hein E., Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, and Giacomo Chiozza. "Archigos. A data set on leaders 1875-
2004." Code Book (2009): 7. 
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Table 8: Logistic Regressions – Proliferation and Domestic Political Failure 

 DV: DV: DV: DV: DV: DV: 
Variables Leader 

Change 
Irregular 

Exit 
Attempted 

Coups 
Successful 

Coups 
Fate - 

DEI 
Regime 

Failure 
       
Explore 1.544*** 0.801 0.802 0.180* 0.576*** 0.498 
 (0.216) (0.163) (0.255) (0.182) (0.114) (0.229) 
Pursue 0.621** 1.738*** 0.719 0.191* 2.483*** 0.377* 
 (0.128) (0.305) (0.256) (0.191) (0.403) (0.222) 
Acquire 0.827 0.524*** 0.264*** 0.183* 0.391*** 0.335** 
 (0.116) (0.110) (0.134) (0.184) (0.0781) (0.171) 
Regular Entry? 1.733*** 0.443*** 0.431*** 0.304*** 0.504***  
 (0.140) (0.0294) (0.0437) (0.0467) (0.0320)  
GDP 1.112*** 0.498*** 0.570*** 0.582*** 0.512*** 0.513*** 
 (0.0305) (0.0161) (0.0276) (0.0483) (0.0153) (0.0315) 
Polity Score      1.024*** 
      (0.00888) 
Constant 0.0582*** 130.3*** 11.19*** 4.252** 118.5*** 10.60*** 
 (0.0136) (32.02) (4.110) (2.684) (27.36) (5.152) 
       
Observations 7,764 9,029 8,324 8,324 9,029 7,227 

Odds ratios reported. Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Expanded specifications with additional covariates were tested and the output summarized in the 

supplemental appendix.235 The output from these models provides an interesting assessment of 

how the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons impacts domestic political leaders and 

regimes. First, the models suggest that the pursuit of nuclear weapons can pose certain risks for 

leaders. Leaders who preside over weapons programs are around 40 percent less likely to lose 

office, but at the same time, they are more likely to suffer from an irregular exit. They are also 

more than two times as likely to suffer an adverse post-tenure fate (death, exile, or 

imprisonment). On the other hand, pursuit has a negative (if statistically weak) impact on the 

 
235 See Table 7 of the appendix for expanded specifications testing a broader range of covariates.  
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likelihood of coups and regime failure.236 Taken together, the output highlights some of the risks 

posed during the immediate pre-nuclear phase. A cross-tabulation of the underlying cases sheds 

some light on why this may be the case: while investment in a nuclear weapons program is 

shown to provide incumbents certain safeguards against domestic challenges, it can also invite 

external threats such as a heightened risk of foreign intervention. However, the severity of this 

risk may be somewhat overstated, since the results are disproportionately driven by two outlier 

cases (Muammar Ghaddafi and Saddam Hussein).   

 

Unlike pursuit, the effect of actually acquiring nuclear weapons is more uniform. While 

acquisition has a statistically indeterminate effect on leader change, it is shown to reduce the 

likelihood of irregular exits, coups, adverse post-tenure fates, and even regime failure. Graphical 

illustration of the marginal effects of proliferation aptly summarizes the relationships explored 

here. Figure 7 graphs these marginal likelihoods relative to the level of nuclear activity. Note that 

several of the coefficients are not statistically significant: those that meet conventional thresholds 

are marked with an asterisk (*). Additional models disaggregating cases by method of entry into 

office can be found in the supplemental appendix.  

 

The graphs provide a useful summary of the ways in which proliferation impacts political 

survival. While the probability of irregular exit and adverse post-tenure fates spikes for leaders 

pursuing nuclear weapons, successful acquisition is shown to reduce risks for all six of the 
 

236 Pelopidas argues that nuclear bombs do not protect against coups or popular uprisings, briefly mentioning the 
ouster of Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak. However, Mubarak never initiated a nuclear program. The closest endorsement of 
a nuclear path came in a 1998 statement, which warned, “If the time comes when we need nuclear weapons, then we 
will not hesitate. I say if we have to, because this is the last thing we think about.” No other cases are used to support 
this point. For Mubarak’s statement, see Levite, Ariel E. "Never say never again: nuclear reversal revisited." 
International Security 27.3 (2003): 72; Pelopidas, Benoît. "A Bet Portrayed as a Certainty: Reassessing the Added 
Deterrent Value of Nuclear Weapons." The War That Must Never Be Fought: Dilemmas of Nuclear Deterrence 
(2015): 44. 
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indicators tested. Furthermore, a closer examination of the coefficients for those two measures 

suggests that the heightened risk is disproportionately driven by the demise of Ghaddafi and 

Saddam, both of whom lost power due to foreign intervention. While Saddam’s ouster was 

nominally tied to his regime’s nuclear activities, Ghaddafi’s was ostensibly driven by his 

decision to denuclearize. Both cases will be given additional consideration in the following 

chapter of nuclear vignettes. 

 

 

Figure 7: Marginal Effects – Proliferation and Domestic Political Failure 

 

Taken in conjunction with the previous statistical tests, the models shown here provide further 

evidence in support of the belief that nuclear weapons have a positive impact on political 
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durability and survival. While the linear regression and survival models established a baseline 

relationship, the binary indicators tested here provided a useful disaggregation of how the 

various stages of proliferation impact leaders and political regimes. Compared to the sample of 

states with no nuclear programs, pursuit and acquisition are shown to have a generally positive 

impact on several metrics of domestic political stability. In order to round out the analysis and 

provide another metric for evaluating this relationship, two final tests will be conducted. The 

first will address concerns of endogeneity by matching nuclear states and leaders to non-nuclear 

counterparts with roughly comparable attributes. This exercise will serve as a quasi-experimental 

method for isolating the domestic political impact of nuclear proliferation. Finally, Bayesian 

model averaging will be used to assess the robustness of the relationship relative to model 

specification and variable selection choices. 

Robustness Check – Propensity Score Matching 

While the models above suggest a relatively robust link between nuclear proliferation and 

political survival, it is important to safeguard against the risk of endogeneity: are the 

relationships truly a function of nuclear activity, or do other unmeasured attributes account for 

the differences in survival rates and durability? The linear, duration, and logistic models tested 

above attempted to account for this by testing proliferation alongside a series of covariates that 

might otherwise have explained the variation seen in regime durability and leader survival. For 

instance, regime type differences were considered at both the leader- and regime-level of 

analysis. Likewise, the models controlled for structural power and states’ conflict environments, 

guarding against concerns that the models only showed ex-ante “strong” states surviving longer 

on average. As a final precaution, propensity score matching will be used to divide the sample 
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according to the treatment of interest, matching nuclear cases with their closest possible non-

nuclear analog in order to isolate the impact of proliferation on survival.  

 

Matching began with difference-in-means tests on the different outcome variables of interest. For 

the purposes of this analysis, three outcome measures were considered, assessing regime 

durability (from the Polity database), standardized regime spells since 1938, and leader tenure. 

All variables were measured as a function of years in office or years in power. The treatments of 

interest were the three levels of proliferation: as such, matching was used to create samples of 

observations that were comparable on the controls but with different treatments relative to 

whether they had explored, pursued, or acquired nuclear weapons, respectively.  

 

As a first step and plausibility probe, two-sample t-tests were used to gauge the relationship 

between varying levels of proliferation and durability. Tested against regime durability, the 

difference in means for all three levels of proliferation (exploration, pursuit, and acquisition) 

were shown to be statistically significant at conventional levels (p<0.01). The same pattern 

partially held in similar tests on standardized regime spells: while acquisition of nuclear weapons 

was statistically significant at p<0.001, neither exploration nor pursuit met p<0.1. Lastly, tests on 

leader tenure were all significant at conventional levels, suggesting a robust leader-level impact. 

Table 9 below summarizes the results of the difference-in-means tests on the three outcome 

measures mentioned above: similar pre-run tests were conducted on a set of control variables 

that would be used in matching. The pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons corresponded to 

a general increase in regime durability and leader tenure. Curiously, acquisition showed a lower 
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mean leader tenure. This, however, was likely influenced by the presence of term limits among 

the democratic subset of successive proliferators (notably the United States). 

 

Table 9: Difference in Means by Outcomes 

Proliferation 
Level 

 Reg. Durability Std. Reg. Spell Leader Tenure 

N Mean S.E. Mean S.E. Mean S.E. 
No Program 9212 19.5 0.252 19.2 0.180 12.7 0.112 
Explore 277 30.9‡ 1.99 19.0 0.699 14.5‡ 0.75 
Pursue 236 27.4‡ 1.65 21.2 0.920 17.9‡ 0.874 
Acquire 444 68.0‡ 2.76 41.1‡ 0.937 8.54‡ 0.277 

Difference in Means Tests: ‡ p<0.01 
 

Having broadly appraised the underlying relationships of interest, propensity scores were then 

estimated using a logistic regression on binary treatment status (exploration, pursuit, and 

acquisition of nuclear weapons, respectively). A set of controls with theorized links to the 

treatment assignment and potential outcomes were added to the model: these included GDP, 

trade levels, alliances, major incidents of political violence, polity scores, and leader attributes 

like experience and health.237 This laid the foundation for propensity score matching, which as 

noted above estimates the treatment effect of nuclear proliferation by restricting the sample to 

observations within the area of common support for a defined set of covariate attributes.238 

Essentially, the method searches for pairs of matching observations with similar propensity 

scores but different treatment status: this provides a pseudo-experimental approach through 

which the impact of proliferation on survival may be isolated and better gauged. The method 

provides a useful means of accounting for variations in various ex ante risks of regime collapse 

 
237 Histograms of the estimated propensity scores by treatment status can be found in the supplementary appendix. 
238 See Todd, Petra E. "Matching estimators." Microeconometrics. Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2010. 108-121. 
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and leader ouster. Though imperfect, it provides a means of offsetting concerns of endogeneity 

relative to outcomes.  

 

Nearest-neighbor matching was used to conduct the analysis. Propensity score matching yielded 

268 matched observations on nuclear exploration, 217 pairs on pursuit, and 408 pairs on 

acquisition, balancing on various structural covariates between treatments and control. Visual 

inspection and comparison of means were used to assess the balance of treatment and control 

observations relative to the calculated propensity scores.239 Next, difference in means tests were 

conducted to assess balance relative to the matched covariates. The results from these tests are 

shown in Table 10 below. 

 

Table 10: Difference-in-Difference Tests of Balance on Matched Covariates 

Covariate Explore Pursue Acquire 

GDP -0.321 
(0.749) 

0.664 
(0.507) 

1.324 
(0.186) 

Urban Population -0.974 
(0.331) 

0.102 
(0.919) 

-5.272‡ 
(0.000) 

Trade -0.943 
(0.346) 

1.334 
0.183 

-2.010 
(0.045) 

Alliances  -1.369 
(0.172) 

-0.169 
(0.866) 

-7.825‡ 
(0.000) 

Borders 0.097 
(0.922) 

0.017 
(0.987) 

-4.553‡ 
(0.000) 

Physical Health 1.413 
(0.158) 

2.027 
(0.043) 

-1.813 
(0.070) 

Experience 0.321 
(0.749) 

0.887 
(0.376) 

1.080 
(0.280) 

Civil War 0.415 
(0.678) 

-1.105 
(0.270) 

-1.397 
(0.163) 

Polity -0.005 
(0.996) 

0.486 
(0.627) 

4.642‡ 
(0.000) 

t-statistics for each treatment shown with p-values in parentheses: ‡ p<0.01 

 
239 A loess smoothing function was used to estimate covariate means by treatment status.  
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We fail to reject the null hypothesis of no mean difference between the treatment and control 

variables on exploration and pursuit. However, the matching of cases on acquisition proved to be 

less successful: as can be seen above, the rarity of successful proliferation cases meant that there 

were statistically significant differences in the urban populations, alliance dynamics, borders, 

and polity scores of the treatment and control sub-samples. Matching with auxiliary measures for 

the aforementioned fared no better; unfortunately, the sample of states that have successfully 

acquired nuclear weapons is so distinct that full balance relative to the covariates of interest was 

not achieved.240 That being said, output on acquisition was still analyzed (albeit with an 

imperfectly matched sample) as it still provided useful insights relative to leader survival and 

regime durability. Output from the matched sample of cases is summarized in Table 11 below. 

 

Table 11: Propensity Score Matching – Nuclear Proliferation and Leader Tenure 

Variables 
Dependent Variable: Leader Tenure 

(1) (2) (3) 

Explore 2.979***   
 (0.821)   

Pursue  3.557***  
  (0.972)  

Acquire   1.048*** 
   (0.393) 

GDP -1.534** 0.475 -0.076 
 (0.639) (0.692) (0.284) 

Polity Score -0.760*** -0.716*** -0.431*** 
 (0.065) (0.079) (0.036) 

 
240 While the balance of covariates on acquisition was imperfect, this sample also protected by a certain degree of 
face validity relative to durability: as will be shown in the subsequent qualitative chapters, successful acquisition of 
nuclear weapons has a distinct positive impact on political survival. Graphs of propensity score balance relative to 
leader tenure and regime survival can be found in the appendix. 
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Table 11. (Cont.) 

Variables 
Dependent Variable: Leader Tenure 

(1) (2) (3) 
Trade Volume 0.598 -0.639 -0.122 
 (0.404) (0.423) (0.134) 

Number of Alliances 0.183 0.413*** 0.034 
 (0.130) (0.144) (0.027) 

Urban Population -1.224*** -1.669*** 0.019 
 (0.436) (0.524) (0.182) 

Borders -0.800*** -0.190 -0.033 
 (0.181) (0.216) (0.079) 

Physical Health -1.927 -1.704 0.935* 
 (1.443) (1.751) (0.480) 

Civil War (Magnitude) -1.227*** -0.510 1.625*** 
 (0.443) (0.483) (0.228) 

Years of Experience 0.085** -0.078* -0.047*** 
 (0.042) (0.041) (0.014) 

Constant 33.118*** 30.262*** 13.551*** 
 (5.581) (6.941) (2.937) 

Observations 554 472 888 
Adjusted R2 0.287 0.304 0.345 
Residual Std. Error 9.633 (df = 543) 10.442 (df = 461) 5.594 (df = 877) 

F Statistic 23.295*** 
(df = 10; 543) 

21.616*** 
(df = 10; 461) 

47.623*** 
(df = 10; 877) 

Standard errors in parentheses: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

 

As can be seen, all three levels of proliferation tested appear to correspond to an increase in 

leader tenure. Though the output on nuclear acquisition may be imperfect relative to covariate 

balance, the results nonetheless pair well with the previous statistical tests, helping to triangulate 

the true impact of nuclear weapons on political survival. Furthermore, results from the matching 
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exercise provide useful insights on the impact of nuclear pursuit; while previous models hinted at 

a conditional impact relative to regime type, the output above suggests a relatively robust 

positive relationship with leader tenure. Relative to the current universe of proliferation cases, 

this would tend to support the assertion that the risk of foreign intervention is more of an 

exception than the rule.  

 

Table 12 below examines this relationship at the regime level, assessing the impact of 

proliferation on durability. Output from the matched sample. Once again, output from the 

matching exercise suggests a positive relationship between proliferation and political survival. 

While the substantive effects appear to show a small dip at the level of pursuit, the results 

nonetheless support the body of evidence previous in earlier sections of this chapter. These tests 

help create greater confidence in the theorized relationship between proliferation and survival. 

On the balance, both regimes and leaders appear to benefit from nuclear activity. The 

relationship has been tested relative to survival times, duration in office, susceptibility to 

political shocks, and in a quasi-experimental model where observations were matched relative to 

balance on a set of informative covariates. Naturally, the rarity of proliferation cases means that 

the results are potentially sensitive to modeling and specification choices; relative to the 

availability of data, the analysis above attempts to provide the most robust assessment of the 

ways in which nuclear proliferation can impact domestic political survival and durability.  
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Table 12: Propensity Score Matching – Nuclear Proliferation and Regime Durability 

Variables 
Dependent Variable: Regime Durability 

(1) (2) (3) 

Explore 6.168***   
 (2.353)   

Pursue  4.841***  
  (1.682)  

Acquire   40.825*** 
   (2.533) 

GDP 12.072*** 4.589*** 18.335*** 
 (1.896) (1.150) (1.822) 
Polity Score 0.451** -1.189*** -0.367 
 (0.183) (0.135) (0.244) 

Trade Volume 1.355 1.514** -2.395*** 
 (1.183) (0.744) (0.876) 
Number of Alliances 0.501 1.386*** 0.524*** 
 (0.420) (0.251) (0.174) 

Urban Population -2.874** -0.546 15.550*** 
 (1.286) (0.929) (1.211) 
Borders -0.821 -1.297*** -5.543*** 
 (0.534) (0.370) (0.493) 

Physical Health 8.207** 22.558*** 4.625 
 (3.804) (2.703) (3.091) 
Civil War (Magnitude) -0.791 -1.800 4.791*** 
 (1.192) (1.234) (1.449) 

Years of Experience 0.172 0.473*** 0.121 
 (0.111) (0.063) (0.090) 
Constant -70.462*** -37.190*** -256.752*** 
 (17.011) (11.610) (19.209) 

Observations 536 434 816 
Adjusted R2 0.292 0.399 0.528 
Residual Std. Error 27.106 (df = 525) 17.351 (df = 423) 34.118 (df = 805) 

F Statistic 23.037*** 
(df = 10; 525) 

29.697*** 
(df = 10; 423) 

92.186*** 
(df = 10; 805) 

Standard errors in parentheses: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01  



 109 

As a final test of the link between proliferation and survival, Bayesian model averaging will be 

used to account for issues of model sensitivity, helping to ensure that the relationships explored 

are not robust in only a handful of arbitrarily-chosen specifications. Output from this final 

robustness test is presented in the following section.  

Robustness Check – Bayesian Model Averaging 

Bayesian model averaging offers a rather intuitive means of ensuring that the variable effects 

presented above are robust regardless of modeling choices and variable selection biases. Rather 

than relying on a handful of specifications or subjective heuristics determining boundaries on 

statistical significance, this approach assesses covariate effects across the full universe of 

possible specifications, ensuring that the substantive effects attributed to variables are consistent 

regardless of the inclusion of omission of any individual variable in a specified model.  

 

Given k covariates with theorized and substantively meaningful relationships to the outcome 

measure, Bayesian model averaging appraises the posterior effect of each covariate relative to 

the 2k possible specifications that can be fielded from that combination of variables.241 By 

assessing covariate effects relative to the entire universe of possible specifications, this approach 

thus provides a safeguard against model sensitivity, offering another robustness test for the 

theorized substantive effects of various nuclear markers. Results from a Bayesian model 

averaging run on regime spells is shown below in Figure 8. 

 

 

 
241 For a useful primer on model averaging, see Montgomery, Jacob M., and Brendan Nyhan. “Bayesian model 
averaging: Theoretical developments and practical applications.” Political Analysis 18.2 (2010): 245-270.  
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Figure 8: Bayesian Model Averaging – Regime Spell 

 

The x-axis graphs each covariate’s cumulative likelihood of inclusion in the “true” model 

specification based on the covariates’ posterior inclusion probabilities. The bars represent each 

variable’s inclusion (or omission) in the top model specifications relative to the cumulative 

likelihood of inclusion across all possible specifications. For instance, the covariate on ethnic 
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conflict is shown to be present in the top model specification, with that specification showing a 

posterior model probability of 40%. Variables with more solid horizontal bars are more likely to 

be substantively robust regardless of model specification choices. The direction of effect is 

denoted by the color of the bars, with blue signifying a positive impact and red a negative impact 

on outcome. Figure 8 suggests that all three nuclear indicators are highly likely to be 

substantively significant regardless of model specification choices. Indeed, all three show 

posterior inclusion probabilities of 1.0, suggesting a universally substantive posterior coefficient 

regardless of variable selection choices. Furthermore, all three appear to have a consistent 

positive impact on regime spells. Table 13 below summarizes the posterior coefficients for the 

model averaging run on time-invariant regime spells.  

 

As can be seen, all three levels of nuclear activity show posterior inclusion probabilities of 1.0, 

suggesting that the covariates have a  non-zero impact on outcome across all possible models in 

the model space of covariates tested. Once again, pursuit shows a relative dip in terms of its 

posterior mean effect; this is in line with the findings from the previous statistical tests 

suggesting a slight uptick in hazards as leaders pursue nuclear weapons. Regardless, the relative 

impact on outcomes is still shown to be positive, suggesting that nuclear activity at the program 

stage still manages to have a positive impact on regime spells.242 Acquisition of nuclear weapons 

once again corresponds to a significant increase in posterior estimates of regime durability. 

 

 

 
 

242 As an additional robustness test, a model averaging run was conducted with regime durability as the outcome of 
interest. The results from this run were largely comparable to the one above and can be found in the supplemental 
appendix. 
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Table 13: Posterior Coefficients – Regime Spells 

Variables 
Dependent Variable: Regime Spell 

PIP Posterior Mean Posterior S.D. 

Rebel Leader? 0.02 0.013 0.143 
Polity Score 0.24 0.054 0.109 
Civil War (Magnitude) 0.01 -0.003 0.041 
Ethnic War (Magnitude) 0.66 -0.681 0.559 
Borders 1.00 -1.364 0.169 
MEPV on Borders 0.01 0.0002 0.037 
Military Expenditure 1.00 0 0 
Urban Population 0.03 0.008 0.066 
GDP 1.00 7.718 0.440 
SOLS Change? 0.99 -5.249 1.231 
Party Regime? 1.00 5.084 1.451 
Military Regime? 1.00 -15.901 1.732 
Monarchy? 1.00 33.173 2.033 
Personalistic Regime? 0.11 0.427 1.336 
Number of Alliances 1.00 -1.049 0.079 
Trade Volume 0.09 0.038 0.136 
Political Corruption Index 1.00 -44.455 1.449 
Explore 1.00 21.720 1.816 
Pursue 1.00 13.874 2.035 
Acquire 1.00 38.004 1.874 

Posterior Inclusion Probabilities (PIP) > 90% in boldface. 
Posterior means and standard deviations shown. 

 

Finally, a model averaging run on leader tenure is used to assess the relationship between 

proliferation and individual leaders’ survival in office. As per above, Figure 9 graphs cumulative 

model probabilities for the variables tested against leader tenure. Since duration of stay in office 

is likely to be impacted by term limits and the leader’s method of entry into office, this variable 

is disaggregated on acquisition to account for the prevalence of term-limited nuclear 

democracies with institutionally mandated upper bounds on leader tenures. Exploration and 
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pursuit are shown to have a positive impact on leader tenure, while the effect of acquisition is 

largely moderated by the method of entry into office.  

 

 

Figure 9: Bayesian Model Averaging – Leader Tenure 
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Acquisition of nuclear weapons has a weak substantive effect for democratic leaders who enter 

office according to the rules and mandates of their political systems. However, acquisition is 

shown to have a positive posterior coefficient for leaders who enter office irregularly. The 

interaction confirms the expectations highlighted at the very beginning of the chapter, suggesting 

a largely positive impact on leader-level durability indicators. Table 14 below summarizes the 

posterior coefficients for the model averaging run on leader tenure. Acquisition of nuclear 

weapons shows a very low posterior inclusion probability for regular entry, with a largely 

indeterminate substantive impact. However, the same measure has a strong substantive impact 

and a posterior inclusion probability of 97% relative to irregular entry.  

 

Table 14: Posterior Coefficients – Leader Tenure 

Variables 
Dependent Variable: Leader Tenure 

PIP Posterior Mean Posterior S.D. 

Military Service? 0.99 -0.792 0.187 
Rebel Leader? 1.00 1.240 0.176 
Years of Experience 1.00 -0.060 0.006 
Physical Health 0.01 0.0002 0.023 
Polity Score 1.00 -0.253 0.018 
Civil War (Mag.) 1.00 -0.351 0.067 
Ethnic War (Mag.) 0.95 -0.264 0.094 
Borders 0.97 -0.164 0.057 
MEPV on Borders 0.36 0.081 0.118 
Military Expenditure 0.64 0 0 
Urban Population 0.02 0.001 0.011 
GDP 0.01 0.0005 0.013 
SOLS Change? 1.00 -2.095 0.250 
Party Regime? 1.00 3.741 0.260 
Military Regime? 0.12 -0.099 0.296 
Monarchy? 1.00 5.329 0.377 
Personalistic Regime? 1.00 3.751 0.295 
Number of Alliances 0.66 -0.037 0.030 
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Table 14. (Cont.) 

Variables 
Dependent Variable: Leader Tenure 

PIP Posterior Mean Posterior S.D. 
Trade Volume 1.00 0.516 0.036 
Political Corruption  0.91 -0.989 0.413 
Explore 0.98 1.683 0.499 
Pursue 0.80 1.296 0.770 
Acquire × Regular Entry 0.13 -0.138 0.404 
Acquire × Irregular Entry 0.97 5.524 1.717 

Posterior Inclusion Probabilities (PIP) > 90% in boldface. 
Posterior means and standard deviations shown. 

 

Conclusion 

The models tested in this chapter sought to address four hypotheses, assessing whether and how 

the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear weapons influences regime durability and leader survival. 

In order to provide a more digestible review of the somewhat cumbersome statistical evidence 

presented above, Table 15 below provides a summary of the results from the various models 

tested. The results below are summarized by the level of nuclear activity, with the table 

presenting evidence related to the pursuit of nuclear weapons.  

 

Table 15: Summary of Evidence – Nuclear Pursuit and Political Survival 

Statistical Test Ha : 
Regime Durability 

Hc : 
Leader Durability 

Cross-tabulation: Leader Exit  Weak-Positive1 
Cross-tabulation: Regime Duration Weak-Positive  
Cross-tabulation: Leader Tenure  Positive2 
Linear Model: Time-Invariant Leader Spells  Positive 
Linear Model: Time-Invariant Regime Spells Positive  
Survival Model: Leader Tenure  Positive3 
Survival Model: Regime Duration Weak-Positive4  
Logistic Regression: Leader Change  Negative 
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Table 15. (Cont.) 

Statistical Test Ha : 
Regime Durability 

Hc : 
Leader Durability 

Logistic Regression: Irregular Exit  Positive5 
Logistic Regression: Attempted Coups  Indeterminate 
Logistic Regression: Successful Coups  Negative 
Logistic Regression: Death, Exile, or Imprisonment  Positive5 
Logistic Regression: Regime Failure Negative  
Propensity Score Matching: Leader Tenure  Positive 
Propensity Score Matching: Regime Durability  Positive  
Bayesian Model Averaging: Regime Spell Positive  
Bayesian Model Averaging: Leader Tenure  Positive 
1 Slight increase in likelihood of foreign intervention. 
2 Weak-positive for regular entry; strong-positive for irregular entry. 
3 Pursuit increases probability of survival for irregular entry leaders; statistically indeterminate 
effect for regular entry. 
4 Pursuit increases probability of regime survival for all but personalist regimes (thanks to 
Ghaddafi and Hussein). Pursuit has a stronger effect on regime durability for democracies. 
5 Irregular exit and post-tenure demise are disproportionately affected by the Libyan and Iraqi 
cases. 
 

Taken together, the empirical tests conducted in this chapter suggest that the pursuit of nuclear 

weapons has a positive impact on both regime and leader durability. This conclusion should be 

taken with two caveats. First, the leader-level effects of pursuit are moderated by leaders’ 

method of entry into office. Pursuit increases the likelihood of survival for those leaders that 

enter office irregularly but has a more indeterminate effect on those who enter through 

institutionally mandated means. This is somewhat intuitive; the leaders who seek to benefit the 

most from the legitimizing advantages of a prestigious nuclear project are often those who have a 

weak grasp on power, either because their entry into office subverted standard practices or 

because they lack a domestic coalition of support. Second, some of the tests suggest that pursuit 

itself may be risky, increasing the likelihood of external intervention. Though there is some 

evidence in favor of this assertion, the results are disproportionately affected by two prominent 
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cases, those of Libya and Iraq. The existing history of nuclear proliferation suggests that those 

leaders were the exception rather than the rule. However, future interventions or developments in 

nuclear affairs may well change this, especially if direct intervention gains prominence as a 

response to proliferation. As with pursuit, a summary of evidence on the acquisition of nuclear 

weapons is also provided. This can be found in Table 16. 

 

Table 16: Summary of Evidence – Nuclear Acquisition and Political Survival 

Statistical Test Hb : 
Regime Durability 

Hd : 
Leader Durability 

Cross-tabulation: Leader Exit  Weak-Positive 
Cross-tabulation: Regime Duration Positive1  
Cross-tabulation: Leader Tenure  Positive2 
Linear Model: Time-Invariant Leader Spells  Negative3 
Linear Model: Time-Invariant Regime Spells Positive  
Survival Model: Leader Tenure  Negative3 
Survival Model: Regime Duration Positive  
Logistic Regression: Leader Change  Indeterminate 
Logistic Regression: Irregular Exit  Negative 
Logistic Regression: Attempted Coups  Negative 
Logistic Regression: Successful Coups  Negative 
Logistic Regression: Death, Exile, or Imprisonment  Negative 
Logistic Regression: Regime Failure Negative  
Propensity Score Matching: Leader Tenure  Positive4 
Propensity Score Matching: Regime Durability  Positive  
Bayesian Model Averaging: Regime Spell Positive  
Bayesian Model Averaging: Leader Tenure  Positive5 
1 Stronger for regular entry than irregular entry. 
2 Longer tenures for irregular entry; shorter tenures for regular entry, though potentially 
moderated by term limits. 
3 Negative effect on leader tenure due to prevalence of term-limited democracies in sample of 
nuclear-capable states. 
4 Potential covariate imbalance on matched sample of nuclear acquisition due to rarity of cases. 
5 Acquisition has a positive effect for irregular entry; indeterminate effect on regular entry. 
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Nuclear proliferation has an unambiguously positive impact on regime durability. However, the 

evidence on leader-level survival requires unpacking. Acquisition of nuclear weapons increases 

leader tenure, but the effect is moderated by the prevalence of term-limited democracies in the 

rather limited sample of successful nuclear states. That being said, the acquisition of nuclear 

weapons provides a host of protections against domestic political shocks, reducing the likelihood 

of irregular exit from office, coups d’état, death, exile, and imprisonment. Leaders who 

successfully acquire nuclear weapons gain certain immunities that inoculate them against both 

exogenous shocks and domestic political disturbances that would otherwise pose a grave threat 

to their survival. Output from the various robustness tests suggests that these results are 

relatively safeguarded against issues of endogeneity as well model sensitivity. Having 

established a quantitative baseline in support of nuclear durability, the following chapters 

provide in-depth qualitative case studies that trace the processes linking nuclear proliferation to 

political survival. 
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CHAPTER 4. Samson and the Bomb: Preserving the Third Temple via Nuclear Diplomacy 

“We have built a nuclear option, not in order to have a Hiroshima, but to have an Oslo.” 

– Shimon Peres 

Introduction 

At the time of its inception in 1948, the state of Israel faced a series of complex and volatile 

security challenges, some of which threatened its very existence as a Jewish and democratic 

state. The challenges came from both near and abroad, as manifested through profound fears of 

encirclement by regional adversaries and isolation by the major powers. A day after its 

foundation, Israel was attacked by a combined invasion force representing Egypt, Syria, Jordan, 

Lebanon, and Iraq.243 A chorus of leaders from the Arab world voiced their fervent opposition to 

the state’s establishment and vowed to fight towards its destruction. Shortly after his accession, 

King Saud pledged to “draw Israel up by her roots.” 244  

 

The sentiment was echoed in the post-succession speeches of both Mohamed Naguib and Gamal 

Abdel Nasser of Egypt, who respectively viewed their new neighbor as “a cancer in the body of 

the Arab nation” and “an artificial state which must disappear.”245 Internationally, the Israeli 

state found itself at arm’s length from the United States, which rejected numerous requests for 

arms “on the grounds that such sales would violate longstanding US policy and drive the Arabs 

into the arms of Moscow.”246 While the Soviet Union embarked on an ambitious modernization 

of the Syrian and Egyptian armed forces, for nearly a decade the United States only provided 

 
243 Charnysh, Volha. "Israel’s Nuclear Program." Nuclear Age Peace Foundation (2009): 1. 
244 Dayan, Moshe. "Israel's border and security problems." Foreign Affairs 33.2 (1955): 255. 
245 Ibid. 
246 Engelhardt, Michael J. "A nonproliferation failure: America and Israel's nuclear program, 1960–1968." The 

Nonproliferation Review 11.3 (2004): 59. 
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Israel with small arms, spare parts, and ammunition.247 Faced with such a daunting combination 

of “isolation, smallness, and conventional military insecurity,” Israeli leaders set about in the 

pursuit of a nuclear deterrent in the hope of procuring a plausible means of survival.248 

 

This chapter examines the policies and events that shaped Israel’s weapons program and nuclear 

strategy, focusing on both the regional and international implications of the decision. Did the 

development of a nuclear capability help to neutralize the existential threat posed by regional 

rivals? Did the nuclear option play a role in inducing major powers to develop a more concerted 

interest in Israel’s survival? Evidence from the state’s military and diplomatic engagements from 

the Sinai Campaign to the Yom Kippur War is used to explore how both objectives were 

successively achieved.249 The decision to pursue nuclear arms was considered almost at the same 

time the state was founded, driven in no small part by profound fears of a potential second 

Holocaust. Writing to philosopher Bertrand Russell in May 1963, David Ben-Gurion observed, 

“I understand well why you fear primarily atomic weaponry, but I hope that you understand why 

we are afraid also of conventional weaponry. Six million Jews were murdered by conventional 

weaponry.”250  

 

The Israeli leader struck a similar tone in a letter to Israeli physicist Shmuel Sambursky: “There 

is a saying, ‘the dead will not praise God,’ and if we face the threat of destruction – and 

unfortunately we do, Hitler’s Holocaust was only the most extensive and terrible of the attempts 

 
247 Levey, Zach. "Israel's quest for a security guarantee from the United States, 1954–1956." British Journal of 

Middle Eastern Studies 22.1-2 (1995): 46. 
248 Harkavy, Robert E. "Pariah states and nuclear proliferation." International Organization 35.1 (1981): 137. 
249 Drawing on the logic of process-tracing, the underlying motivations, sequence, and outcomes of the nuclear 
project are used to weigh the impact on Israeli survival. See: George, Alexander L., et al. Case studies and theory 

development in the social sciences. MIT Press, 2005. 
250 Letter, Ben-Gurion to Bertrand Russell, 28 May 1963, Correspondence File, BGA, 5 June 1963.  



 121 

to destroy us during our history – to a certain extent this is the most fateful of our existence.”251 

From Ben-Gurion’s starkly realist perspective, the newfound state had to reconcile with the 

reality that the major powers would refuse to fight to prevent its destruction.252 As he saw it, “the 

Jews of Europe were trapped between Hitler, who had destroyed them, and the Allies, who could 

not rescue them or refused to absorb them owing to various political reasons.”253 He sensed that 

the Jews of Israel now faced a similar ordeal, albeit against an adversary that would sooner or 

later gain access to weapons capable of realizing such obliteration with far greater efficiency 

than hitherto possible.254  

 

The incentives that drove such planning are perhaps best characterized by Robert Harkavy, who 

notes, “the reason for this pessimism…involves a belief that at its essence, the Middle East 

conflict is not fundamentally one of territorial irredentism or self-determination, nor is it simply 

a zero-sum clash of rival nationalisms.”255 Rather, Harkavy views the source of conflict 

 
251 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 352. Ben-Gurion saw scientific progress 
as the only antidote to such fears, arguing, “we are inferior to other peoples in our numbers, dispersion, and the 
characteristics of our political life, but no other people is superior to us in its intellectual prowess.” This point of 
view was shared by other leading members of the Israeli nuclear establishment, notably Ernst David Bergmann, the 
so-called father of the Israeli bomb: “I am convinced that the state of Israel needs a defense research program of its 
own, so that we shall never again be as lambs led to the slaughter.” Ibid: 10-11, 16; Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden 
debate: The formation of nuclear doctrines in the Middle East." Journal of Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 213. 
252 This belief was strengthened when “Ben-Gurion’s letters urging the superpowers to guarantee Israel’s existence 
in the face of growing Arab hostility” largely fell on deaf ears. See: Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, 
the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 (2000): 88; Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of 

Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY 
Press, 2012: 77. 
253 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 84. 
254 In a private conversation with US ambassador to Israel Walworth Barbour, Ben-Gurion confided precisely such a 
fear, declaring, “Nasser is clamoring for war with Israel, and if he achieves a nuclear capability, we’re done for.” 
See: Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 
17.  
255 Harkavy, Robert. "The Imperative to Survive." In Beres, Louis Rene (ed.). Security or Armageddon: Israel's 

Nuclear Strategy. Lexington (1986): 98. This is reflected in Ben-Gurion’s thinking: “We shall commit a mistake, 
above all from the security point of view, if we fail to perceive the attitude of the Arabs toward this land.” See: 
Aronson, Shlomo. "Leadership, preventive war and territorial expansion: David Ben-Gurion and Levi Eshkol." 
Israel Affairs 18.4 (2012): 543. 
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undergirding decades of fighting between Arab and Israeli armies as an inherently indivisible 

issue sharpened by the “deep-seated humiliation felt by all Arabs over having been defeated 

some six times in wars by Israel.”256 Seen through this lens, he argues for the “‘moral’ right to 

use an ‘equalizer,’” comparing a nuclear capability to the “practical equivalent [of] a knife or 

pistol wielded by a scrawny man in a menacing neighborhood.”257  

 

These concerns ensured that the goal of securing the newfound state’s survival was pursued at all 

costs and with all available means. Israeli strategic planning developed a unique outlook with 

respect to the scope of attack for which it prepared: dubbed mikre ha’kol (the everything 

scenario), policymakers envisioned a situation in which its neighboring states would join a 

united Arab military coalition in an all-out war designed to annihilate the Jewish state.258 In such 

a scenario, asymmetries in military capacity (both quantitative and qualitative) would be 

exacerbated by the “widespread international support (including from the Soviet Union) that this 

coalition would likely face – compared with the political isolation that Israel could anticipate.”259 

Absent an absolute deterrent, the sequestered state would face a condition of permanent 

insecurity, fearing that each successive war or skirmish “would not be accepted by the Arabs as 

 
256 Ibid. Harkavy extends the metaphor in decidedly more colorful language, writing, “To be defeated by such sissies 
[sic] – and vastly outnumbered sissies at that – has resulted, for the Arabs, in what without exaggeration might be 
described as history’s most stunning case of collective, national, ‘testicular’ devastation.” Ibid: 99. Notwithstanding 
the colorful rhetorical pyrotechnics, Harkavy’s argument links back to a central tenet of Israeli insecurity, namely 
the belief that while Arab armies can suffer multiple losses, “Israel’s first defeat will be its last.” In supporting this 
point, he draws on elements of political psychology, citing the work of Harold Glidden who characterizes Arab 
society as “a shame-based one. This contrasts sharply with Judaism and Western Christian societies, which are guilt-
oriented. Shame is eliminated by revenge.” Though the underlying validity of the psychological interpretation may 
be brought into question, the mere perception of the underlying conflict as one defined by indivisible and 
irreconcilable differences lends support to Israeli decisionmakers’ embrace of the nuclear deterrent as a necessary 
and rational means of ensuring their survival against a resolute adversary. See: Glidden, Harold W. "The Arab 
World." American Journal of Psychiatry 128.8 (1972): 985. 
257 Harkavy, Robert. "The Imperative to Survive." In Beres, Louis Rene (ed.). Security or Armageddon: Israel's 

Nuclear Strategy. Lexington (1986): 102. 
258 Ibid: 14. 
259 Maoz, Zeev. "The mixed blessing of Israel's nuclear policy." International Security 28.2 (2003): 46.  



 123 

final, since they would recover and get ready for a new round.”260 Whereas the Arab states could 

absorb military defeat and fight another day, “Israel could not sustain even one crucial defeat.”261 

In this context, Israeli nuclearization adhered to the “balance of terror” advocated by French 

General Pierre Gallois, providing a small state a “big equalizer” against a conventionally 

superior enemy.262  

 

As early as 1948, Ben-Gurion had sought out Jewish scientists who could “either increase the 

capacity to kill masses or to cure masses,”263 per the logic that a functioning nuclear deterrent 

“would allow the Arabs to retreat from their conventional political obligation to obliterate the 

Jewish island in the midst of the Arab ocean.”264 By internally balancing against regional 

adversaries, the Israeli nuclear program also offered a partial reprieve against fears of isolation 

by the international community. Initial expectations for this goal related to concerns about the 

“unreliability of great powers in moments of supreme crisis,” leaning toward the “basic Zionist 

 
260 Aronson, Shlomo. "David Ben-Gurion, Levi Eshkol and the Struggle over Dimona: A Prologue to the Six-Day 
War and its (Un) Anticipated Results." Israel Affairs 15.2 (2009): 114; Aronson, Shlomo. "Leadership, preventive 
war and territorial expansion: David Ben-Gurion and Levi Eshkol." Israel Affairs 18.4 (2012): 527. 
261 Ibid. As noted by Yitzhak Greenberg, “the acquisition of a technological advantage over the enemy, and the 
development of advanced means of ‘warfighting,’ was seen in Ben-Gurion’s eyes as ‘utterly important’ in the face 
of Israel’s demographic and geographic inferiority.” Prime Minister Levi Eshkol referred to the condition as that of 
Shimshon der nebechdikker, or “poor little Samson:” though the balance of power might tilt in its favor, Israel would 
remain surrounded by hostile adversaries who could absorb multiple military losses and only needed to win once. 
See: Greenberg, Yitzhak. "Creation of the Foundation for the R&D and Defense Production Aspects of Policy and 
Budgeting." Iyyunim bi-tequmat Yisrael, Studies in Zionism, the Yishuv and the State of Israel, a Research Annual 9: 
170. 
262 Gallois, Pierre Marie, and Richard Howard. The Balance of Terror: Strategy for the Nuclear Age. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1961. 
263 Keren, Michael. "Ben-Gurion and the Intellectuals Power, Knowledge, and Charisma." (1983): 32. 
264 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 84. Ben-Gurion further felt it necessary to acquire nuclear weapons before the Arab states achieved a series 
of conventional victories that would embolden them to push past the state’s borders and effectively destroy it. 
Though his assessment may appear hyperbolic, it should be considered in the context of the Arab states’ vast 
numerical superiority and unconditional rhetoric; by the early 1960s, calls for the elimination of Israel essentially 
amounted to the “official Arab policy and the declared Arab aim to destroy Israel.” In light of this, Ben-Gurion and 
his successors viewed the development of nuclear weapons as both strategically vital and morally justified “because 
for Israel the only objective would be national survival whereas for the Arabs [it would mean] the obliteration of 
Israel.” Ibid. For a similar argument, see: Evron, Yair. "The Arab Position in the Nuclear Field: A Study of Policies 
up to I967." Cooperation and Conflict 8.1 (1973): 21. 
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tenet of self-reliance” to provide for the state’s security needs.265 Curiously, the tactic also 

yielded an unexpected positive externality: what began as a weapon of last resort targeting 

Israel’s recalcitrant neighbors eventually transformed into a national insurance policy that also 

guaranteed a steady supply of conventional arms from successive American administrations.266 

As will be shown in this chapter, the development of nuclear weapons contributed to the 

durability of the Israeli state in two ways, providing a short-term deterrent against regional 

adversaries and securing the long-term commitment of a superpower in maintaining the state’s 

conventional capabilities.  

 

With respect to short-term deterrence, Egyptian author Anis Mansur aptly captures the extent to 

which such weapons were able to impose a chilling effect on that state’s actions, writing, “If 

[Egypt] had panicked in a moment of confusion, it would have been a major mistake. Israel 

would have used the nuclear bomb…[and] argued that the Arabs had united to destroy her. She 

still has this option – the nuclear option – to solve conflicts in the future.”267 Analogously, the 

nuclear program’s influence on American policy can be summarized in the following excerpt of 

a memorandum from Roger Davies (Chairman of the Ad Hoc Group on the Israeli Nuclear 

Weapons Program) to Henry Kissinger and acting Secretary of State Elliot Richardson.  

 

Writing to the incoming administration, Davies raises the “fundamental built-in contradiction” of 

using a policy of pressure to neutralize the Israeli nuclear program, noting that “a threat to cut off 

 
265 Roberts, Samuel J. "Israeli Foreign Policy in Historical Perspective." World Affairs 135.1 (1972): 43. 
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Though the provision of assistance was at times both economically and reputationally costly for the United States, it 
nevertheless persisted out of fears of entanglement in a nuclear escalation brought about by a militarily threatened 
Israel.  
267 Mansur, Anis. October. Cairo: 11 July 1982. 
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Israel’s supply of conventional arms could build military and psychological pressures within 

Israel to move rapidly to the very sophisticated weaponry we are trying to avoid.”268 Though 

these effects were expressed mainly at the regime level, they also came to influence the domestic 

political resilience of individual leaders, as will be highlighted in the contest that pitted the 

state’s founding father against his chosen successor. In a rare demonstration of unity from a 

proportionally representative body, every major political party accepted the fundamental value of 

the state’s nuclear forces after the Six Day War of 1967, either supporting the policy or else 

refusing to publicly criticize it.269 

 

The following sections expand upon the ways in which the Israeli nuclear weapons program 

contributed to the state’s survival, focusing on the domestic, regional, and international facets of 

this relationship. The analysis begins with the interaction between Israel’s nascent security 

concerns and the evolution of its relationship with the United States. Specifically, it will be 

argued that chilly relations with the Eisenhower administration motivated the state to seek an 

independent deterrent, especially when it became clear that the US would not risk alienating the 

Arab states or creating strategically disadvantageous geopolitical rifts in the budding Cold War.  

 

Limited material support from the West was exacerbated by the Soviet Union’s deepening 

investment in Egypt and Syria, placing Israel in a dangerously vulnerable situation. As a 

counterbalance, Israel sought a partnership with France, a state with overlapping security 

concerns in the Middle East. Franco-Israeli cooperation was cemented in the Suez Crisis and 
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quickly developed a nuclear angle, paving the way for the creation of the Dimona nuclear facility 

in the Negev Desert. Reliance on a nuclear guarantee concurrently gained domestic support, 

especially in contrast to the limited availability of suitable conventional alternatives. 

 

Curiously, though the United States was reluctant in providing conventional military support to 

Israel, it tampered its opposition of the state’s burgeoning nuclear ambitions, even delivering its 

first research reactor under the Atoms for Peace program. This served as a cornerstone in the 

state’s strategic shift towards non-conventional deterrence. With a brief exception during the 

Kennedy administration, this policy stance persisted through the next four American 

administrations, transforming American ambivalence towards Israel’s nuclear activities into a 

policy of nuclear ambiguity whereby overt non-introduction of nuclear weapons would be 

rewarded with material concessions and diplomatic support.  

 

Though the Kennedy administration encountered a brief opportunity to limit Israel’s nuclear 

program, a mismatch of diplomatic pressure, inadequate concessions, and exogenous shocks 

neutralized this chance. As a result, the nuclear option was elevated as a vital bargaining chip in 

the state’s quest for survival: not only would Israel manage to deter regional adversaries with 

threats of nuclear escalation, it would also be able to induce support from the United States, even 

when such support would be costly to the latter. As will be shown, the terms of this policy were 

first hashed out during the Six Day War and then fully put to the test during the Yom Kippur 

War, where evidence of Israeli nuclear escalation prompted the United States to engage in a 

costly resupply of the Israeli Defense Forces. The chapter concludes by assessing the 
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effectiveness of the nuclear durability strategy, gauging potential counterarguments and 

assessing its generalizability to other cases. 

From Isolation to Proliferation – The Dawn of Israeli Nuclear Policy 

Though relations between the United States and Israel eventually blossomed into what President 

John F. Kennedy dubbed a “special relationship,” their origins were decidedly more lukewarm. 

Nor was this situation unique to Israeli-US relations: the first years following the state’s 

inception were lonely ones, exacerbated by an arms embargo implemented by Britain, France, 

and the United States in 1950.270 Compared to the armed forces of its neighboring states, the 

Israeli Defense Forces were a “small army equipped with antiquated weapons…facing the 

thirteen Israeli infantry brigades were forty-five to forty-eight Arab infantry brigades.”271 Israeli 

military strategy appeared equally ill-prepared to deal with the state’s growing security 

challenges, relying on a swift routing of Egyptian advances followed by an aggressive 

counterattack to protect Israel’s proximate population centers.  

 

Facing these hurdles, Ben-Gurion expressed a profound fear for the state’s future, conceding that 

his military could never fully protect the vulnerable civilian population: “Nasser’s planes can 

bomb us within ten minutes.”272 This section will explore the first phase of Israeli nuclear 

durability, examining how the deteriorating balance of power with the Arab world contributed to 

 
270 The Eisenhower administration’s reluctance to transfer arms to Israel occurred at a time when the State 
Department was fully cognizant of the Arab world’s unequivocal disdain for the newfound state, as shown in a 
March 1956 memorandum discussing President Nasser’s regional objectives. See: Brecher, Michael. Decisions in 

Israel’s foreign policy. London: Oxford university press, 1974: 234; Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of 

the United States, 1955–1957, Arab-Israeli Dispute, January 1–July 26, 1956, Volume XV, eds. Carl N. Raether and 
John P. Glennon (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1989): Document 222. 
271 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 66. 
272 Levy, Jack S., and Joseph R. Gochal. "Democracy and preventive war: Israel and the 1956 Sinai campaign." 
Security Studies 11.2 (2001): 25. 
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the adoption of nuclear weapons as a means of survival. Though Israel initially sought to even 

the imbalance through conventional arms, western (specifically, American) reluctance to engage 

in a costly regional conflict hindered the approach. Soviet arms transfers to an increasingly 

hostile Egypt and Syria exacerbated the situation, leading Israel to seek a more potent deterrent 

against both regional and international adversaries.  

 

The self-help strategy was bolstered by a cooperation agreement with France and a surprisingly 

quiescent response from the US, which even provided the state with its first reactor. 

Domestically, many of these steps were taken unilaterally, with the Prime Minister prioritizing 

the state’s security policy and even attempting to neutralize dissent from reluctant colleagues. 

Taken together, these events strengthened the perception of nuclear arms as a national insurance 

policy, paving the way for the creation of a safeguard that would contribute to the state’s 

persistence across two major wars. 

 

American unresponsiveness to Israel’s vocal security concerns served to strengthen the case for 

nuclear weapons. The Department of State did relatively little to assuage such concerns; on the 

contrary, the administration instead insisted that the Israeli government make territorial 

concessions for the displaced Palestinian population. Fears of a possible Egyptian defection to 

the Soviet bloc likely motivated this posture. In a conversation with Foreign Minister Moshe 

Sharett on 21 November 1955, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles stated that the “Israeli 

government must be prepared to make some concessions in the Negev which would make 

possible an area of contact between Egypt and other Arab states.”273  
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The suggestion was unpalatable for Sharett, who objected to what amounted to “cutting a belt of 

land out of the Negev…If it was a question of give and take, it could be discussed, but…Israel 

could not give up vital points…nor could it agree to something that would result in cutting Israel 

in two.”274 The demand was seen as the first step in a slippery slope, made all the worse by the 

American administration’s noncommittal attitude towards Israel’s security concerns. Reflecting 

on the situation, Sharett reflected, “giving up sovereignty over present…territory, to meet a 

whim of Nasser, is another matter. Who can tell what Nasser would then go on to request?”275 

Dulles responded negatively to his counterpart’s remark, threatening, “If ‘no’ is the last word, 

then Israel is putting us all in great peril…Israel will be forcing us to make a very grave 

choice.”276 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, repeated pleas for a reassessment of the arms embargo largely fell on 

deaf ears in this period, with Dulles and the State Department drawing an unambiguous line with 

respect to the transfer of tanks and aircraft. Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern, South 

Asian, and African Affairs Henry Byroade summarized the issue by stating, “I cannot 

conscientiously recommend such a course, as I believe it is clearly against United States over-all 

interests in the Middle East.”277 From the administration’s perspective, any tangible military 

support to Israel could threaten to entangle the United States in an unwanted conflict, inflicting 
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serious damage on its relations with Middle Eastern oil producers. Such an outcome would have 

severe ramifications for American force projection, not just in the Middle East but also in 

Western Europe. In a State Department memorandum of conversation from 10 April 1956, 

Dulles is recorded as arguing, “We do not think arms shipments to Israel is the answer because it 

would alienate the Arabs and result in cutting off Arabian oil…we would save Israel but lose 

Europe.”278 Thus, “not only was Israel excluded from any discussion of the regional security 

system…but it was also denied military aid, security guarantees, and even some less tangible 

gestures of friendship and empathy.”279  

 

The combination of territorial demands and a reluctance to engage in meaningful arms transfers 

pushed the Israeli state into adopting a more assertive self-help posture. The pursuit of such a 

strategy was only made more vigorous thanks to the 1955 Soviet transfer of arms to Egypt. The 

event served a catalytic role in moving Israel closer to the bomb and the durability benefits its 

possession afforded. Owing to the provenance of the equipment transferred to Egypt, the event 

came to be known as the Czech arms deal: by Soviet mandate, the government of 

Czechoslovakia transferred “530 armored vehicles (230 tanks, 200 troop carriers, and 100 self-

propelled guns); some 500 artillery pieces of various types; almost 200 fighter aircraft, bombers, 

and transport planes; and a number of warships” to Nasser.280 The transfer, which was paid for 

by Egyptian rice and cotton,281 represented a tectonic shift in geopolitical terms: Egypt and Syria 

profited from an arms transfer totaling more than $2 billion between 1955 and 1966, as 
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compared to the American transfer of $118.5 million to the entire Middle East, “two-thirds of it 

to the Arabs.”282  

 

According to General Moshe Dayan, “Egypt’s armored force alone…had an ascendancy over 

Israel’s of over four to one. This was true also of the air force…The MiGs [MiG-15] and 

Ilyushins [IL-28] which the Egyptians received were at least two stages ahead of the Meteors and 

Ouragans [Dassault Hurricanes] then in our possession.”283 The transfer was followed by 

Nasser’s announcement that “the day of Israel’s annihilation [was] approaching. There will be no 

peace on the border, for we demand revenge. This means death to Israel.”284 He then closed the 

Straits of Tiran to Israeli ships in October 1955, a move that was considered a casus belli.  

 

Israel’s security predicament following the transfer was summarized by Ben-Gurion in the 

following terms: “after the arms deal…the Egyptian threat began to loom strategic…In October 

1955, the Egyptian announcement of the Czech deal was followed by Israeli failure to secure 

American arms.”285 Forced to pay in cash at market values, conventional rebalancing thus 

appeared prohibitively costly.286 This left the state at a decided disadvantage in the runup to the 
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Suez Crisis a year later. Fears of a more power adversary and skepticism of reliance on 

American support paved the way for Franco-Israeli cooperation in the Sinai Campaign of 1956, 

as payment for which the fourth Republic provided the Ben-Gurion government with a heavy-

water reactor and a sizable plutonium reprocessing facility. As noted by both Shlomo Aronson 

and Guy Ziv, “the decision to give Israel what premier Guy Mollet called ‘the royal gift’, 

namely, a complete nuclear infrastructure, resulted from the 1956 Suez campaign, or rather from 

its failure.”287  

 

On the French side, support to Israel was predicated not only on a wariness towards Nasser 

(whose nationalization of the Suez Canal was seen as an unacceptable provocation) but also in 

reaction to the Republic’s ongoing troubles in Algeria. In February 1954, France lost significant 

influence in Syria when Colonel Adib Shishakli was ousted from power. Nine months later, the 

Algerian war of independence began, further weakening France’s influence in the region. Per 

Guy Ziv’s analysis, “France looked to Israel for assistance in overthrowing Nasser following his 

decision to nationalize the Suez Canal.”288 Nuclear cooperation appears to have been a useful 

linkage that cemented cooperation between the two states on this shared strategic objective.289 
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Furthermore, French assistance to Israel in the development of key strategic technologies had a 

symbiotic aspect to it, given that “Israel may have been superior to France in some specific 

aspects of [such] technology.”290 By 1953, scientists from the Israeli Machon-4 research facility 

had succeeded in generating a novel process for creating heavy oxygen, as well as producing a 

new chemical process for separating uranium from phosphate deposits.291 These developments 

proved to be of some interest to the French Atomic Energy Commission (CEA). As noted by 

Farr, “Israeli scientists probably helped construct the G-1 plutonium production reactor and UP-1 

reprocessing plant at Marcoule [the French nuclear facility],” suggesting that the scientific 

exchange between the two was rather bi-directional.292 Taken together, a pairing of strategic 

objectives and scientific complementarities incentivized both states to invest in a dedicated 

nuclear infrastructure, with one attempting to secure its own long-term survival and the other 

seeking to preserve what remained of its waning imperial influence and geopolitical clout. 

 

The outcome of the Sinai Campaign served as an unlikely stimulus for fusing these disparate 

goals, raising both states’ concerns that collusion between the United States and Soviet Union 

could yield geopolitical outcomes orthogonal to their interests. Both superpowers intervened to 

secure a ceasefire in the Sinai, using varying degrees of force to terminate the conflict. While the 

 
claim offers another angle to the nature of the collaboration between the two states. See: Farr, Warner D. The third 

temple's holy of holies: Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB AL, 1999: iv, 5; Aronson, 
Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 (2000): 86. 
290 Israeli access to American-made computers likely contributed to the bi-directional nature of the exchange, given 
that much of this technology was restricted to France. Nevertheless, this should not be construed as a general 
statement on the two states’ relative capabilities in the nuclear and missile fields. Indeed, in the early 1960s Israel 
provided France with payments of up to $100 million in order to facilitate the development of the Jericho missile. 
The transfer “implicitly acknowledged France’s superiority in rocket engineering.” See: Crosbie, Sylvia K. A Tacit 

Alliance: France and Israel from Suez to the Six Day War. Vol. 1274. Princeton University Press, 2015: 159-160; 
Pry, Peter. Israel's nuclear arsenal. Routledge, 2019: 17; Pinkus, Benjamin. "Atomic Power to Israel's Rescue: 
French-Israeli Nuclear Cooperation, 1949-1957." Israel Studies 7.1 (2002): 121. 
291 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 32. 
292 Farr, Warner D. The third temple's holy of holies: Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB 
AL, 1999: 3. 



 134 

magnitude of their intervention varied (the Eisenhower administration applied heavy economic 

pressure while the Soviet Union tacitly threatened to use nuclear weapons against Paris and Tel 

Aviv), the implications were clear: their freedom of international action and capacity for self-

defense would be severely limited under a Soviet-American nuclear monopoly.  

 

This was brought into sharp relief following the issuance of the Soviet ultimatum referenced 

above: as noted by Dayan, “the Soviet Union, which at first acted with restraint – perhaps on 

account of the Hungarian uprising which broke out at the same time – decided the moment had 

come to react forcefully.”293 In a letter sent on 5 November 1956, Soviet President Nikolai 

Bulganin expressed “unqualified condemnation of the armed aggression of Israel, as well as of 

Britain and France,” accusing Israel of “acting as an instrument of external imperialistic 

forces.”294 The letter continued to accuse the government of Israel of “criminally and 

irresponsibly playing with the fate of peace and with the fate of its own people,” warning that its 

actions would “leave an impression on the future of Israel and…put a question mark against the 

very existence of Israel as a state.”295 The statement was stark in its language; unlike the harsh 

provisos issued against Britain and France, it explicitly threatened Israel’s survival should the 

state not desist in its campaign against Egypt. Nor was the magnitude of the threat lost on 

international audiences. Reflecting on the tone of Bulganin’s missive, Eisenhower expressed his 

“concern that the Soviets, seeing their position and policy failing so badly in Hungary, will be 

ready to undertake any wild adventure.”296 
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The crisis thus motivated both to pursue an independent deterrent against determined adversaries 

and troublesome allies alike. 297 This was especially true for Israel, a small and isolated state 

surrounded by combative neighbors possessing both numerical and technological-conventional 

superiority. However, the presence of aligned interests almost proved insufficient in helping 

Israel secure a nuclear guarantee. Negotiations between the two states were hampered by the 

instability of Fourth Republic leadership, which saw 26 different governments change in its 12 

years of existence.298 Mollet’s successor, Maurice Bourgès-Maunoury, was initially skeptical of 

the arrangement and would only agree to pursue nuclear cooperation if other elements in his 

government (notably Foreign Minister Christian Pineau) gave their united consent. As will be 

shown, the Israeli government’s efficiency in achieving its objectives despite such political 

hurdles pays tribute to the strategic centrality of the nuclear program and the unorthodox steps 

sanctioned to ensure its success in the state’s fight for survival. 

 

Ultimately, the project was only saved thanks to the initiative of Shimon Peres, Ben-Gurion’s 

chief delegate responsible for the advancement of the state’s nuclear infrastructure “with 

minimal public debate and no oversight.”299 Contacting Abel Thomas, a personal friend and 
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high-ranking functionary under Bourgès-Maunoury, Peres sought to send a message down the 

French line of command encouraging support for the agreement.300 “Per Peres’ request, Thomas 

spoke with [Francis] Perrin [the high-commissioner of the French atomic energy program] who, 

in turn, contacted Mollet, telling him ‘we must give Israel the atomic bomb.’”301 The unusual 

intervention proved effective in mollifying Pineau and Bourgès-Maunoury. Without Peres’ 

diplomatically questionable and politically risky involvement, Israel would likely have been 

refused French nuclear assistance, as the Bourgès-Maunoury government collapsed almost 

immediately after the Prime Minister acquiesced to the arrangement. Once again, Peres appears 

to have rescued the endeavor, making sure that the crumpling government obtained a formal 

cabinet decision on the agreement as one of its final acts in power.302   

 

Negotiations for the reactor were concluded by the end of 1957 and an agreement authorizing 

construction in the city of Dimona was ratified on October 3.303 Work on the reactor commenced 

the following year,304 with a private French corporation (Saint Gobain Nucléaire) contracted to 
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build an underground chemical plant attached to the facility for plutonium enrichment.305 

Though the initial design appeared to be based on the 18-megawatt EL-3 research reactor used at 

the Marcoule facility, official upgrades boosted the power rating to 24 megawatts. However, 

specifications on the plant included cooling ducts and waste facilities sufficient “for up to three 

times this power level,”306 suggesting that the reactor could have a capacity between 125 to 150 

megawatts.307 Such details provided confirmation of the facility’s military purpose.308 

 

The episode brings the urgency fueling Israel’s nuclear ambition into sharp relief, highlighting 

the risks that were taken to ensure that the state attained the ultimate deterrent against its 

potential destruction. Surprisingly, many of these steps were taken without formal deliberation in 

Israel’s electoral assembly. Potential blowback from Peres’ actions could have had a deleterious 

impact on bilateral relations with France, threatening the state’s alliance with one of the last 

remaining western powers willing to provide it with military support. The fact that such steps 

were taken establishes Israeli policymakers’ unyielding belief in the power of the atom as a 

means of ensuring national survival.  

 

The point was further corroborated by a radical restructuring of Israel’s defense research 

establishment: “On 5 June 1958 Ben-Gurion reorganized EMET [the Division of Research and 
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explanation would appear to point towards increasing plutonium production. Indeed, the specifications approved by 
the French engineers tasked with building the reactor’s extraction plant showed a capacity to produce somewhere 
between 10-15kg of weapons-grade plutonium per year. See: Pean, Pierre. Les Deux bombes: Ou comment la guerre 

du Golfe a commencé le 18 Novembre 1975. Fayard, 2014: 96. 
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Infrastructure] as a new research and development authority within the Ministry of Defense. The 

new establishment was renamed RAFAEL, the Hebrew acronym for the Armaments 

Development authority.”309 Though militarily and bureaucratically significant, the reform was 

not debated in the Knesset and only senior cabinet ministers were updated on the new unit’s 

progress. “Ben-Gurion was determined to avoid a debate, even behind closed doors.”310 Such a 

policy was justified through the concept of kdushat ha-bitachon (the sanctity of security), a 

notion that tacitly united all Zionist parties in the Knesset.311 Though Ben-Gurion practiced a 

rather militant version of this philosophy in his unilateral pursuit of Israeli security interests, 

there was sufficient agreement with respect to the state’s security risks that such autonomy was 

more often than not tacitly condoned.312  

 

This does not imply that the Israeli selectorate was fully in support of Ben-Gurion’s nuclear 

ambitions. As will be explained at the end of this chapter, several leading politicians expressed 

reservations toward the elder statesman’s adamant backing of the nuclear option. Indeed, 

prominent figures such as former Defense Minister Pinhas Lavon voiced their skepticism of such 

an approach. However, superior political maneuvering by the pro-nuclear camp ultimately 

neutralized such objections. An example of this can be seen in the eponymously-named Lavon 

Affair, which took place in 1954 when Israeli military intelligence took part in a series of bomb 

attacks in Egypt. The attacks targeted several western institutions in the hope that they would be 

 
309 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 68. The new organization’s mission came 
to be “the development of powerful and sophisticated deterrent weapons systems that Israel could not purchase 
elsewhere.” See: Mardor, Munya M. "RAFAEL: On the Path of Research and Development for Israel's Security." 
(1981): 171. 
310 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 72. 
311 Ibid: 3. 
312 Roberts, Samuel J. "Israeli Foreign Policy in Historical Perspective." World Affairs 135.1 (1972): 45. 
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attributed to Nasser, persuading western governments to intervene in Egyptian politics.313 The 

operation was exposed by Egyptian intelligence, creating international backlash and a damaging 

scandal for Defense Minister Lavon. Even worse, the scandal failed to move western powers 

against Nasser, who feared that a power vacuum would embolden the Soviet Union to expand its 

influence in that country.314 

 

In the context of Israel’s security challenges, the scandal raised three significant issues. First, it 

convinced Israeli policymakers that western intervention on its behalf would not be forthcoming. 

Rather than triggering a move against its prime geopolitical adversary, the failed operation only 

signaled major powers’ reluctance to become entangled in a Middle Eastern conflict that might 

benefit Israel over its oil-rich neighbors. Second, the scandal served to strengthen Ben-Gurion’s 

hold on affairs of state security. When it became clear that the committee responsible for 

investigating the scandal had decided to question Lavon’s complicity, Ben-Gurion sharply 

rebuked the cabinet and “washed his hands of the whole matter. He left office the same day and 

came back several weeks later only to hand in his resignation.”315 However, his resignation only 

amounted to an empty threat, serving to rally support around himself and the pro-nuclear 

protégés he groomed for eventual succession.316 

 
313 Weiss, Leonard. "The Lavon Affair: How a false-flag operation led to war and the Israeli bomb." Bulletin of the 

Atomic Scientists 69.4 (2013): 58. 
314 Ibid: 60. 
315 Dayan, Moshe. Story of my Life. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976: 270 
316 As Cohen notes, the Lavon Affair came to symbolize “a generational power struggle between the supporters of 
Ben-Gurion (mostly from the younger generation of Mapai leaders) and those of Lavon [and Meir] (mostly the Old 
Guard).” Combined with an attempt to change Israel’s system of proportional representation to regional-district 
representation, Ben-Gurion’s politics were seen as increasingly authoritarian. The scandal also served as a de facto 
referendum on the nuclear program: Lavon’s attacks were mostly targeted against Peres and Dayan, pro-nuclear 
Ben-Gurion protégés who had been groomed for succession. Historian Shabtai Teveth notes that the pro-nuclear 
faction demonstrated “an uninhibited, unrestrained lust for power, a lust that would stop at nothing, not even the use 
of lies and deceit to remove a minister who stood in their way.” Faced with such a challenge, the elder statesman’s 
resignation may thus have served to protect his legacies (Dayan, Peres, and the Dimona reactor) against an 
increasingly distrustful party elite. See: Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 139; 
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Third, Lavon Affair also underlined a nuclear connection: as Minister of Defense during Moshe 

Sharett’s premiership, Lavon had opposed the nuclear program.317 The scandal that ended his 

career in disgrace provided the added incentive of removing a potential obstacle separating Ben-

Gurion’s pro-nuclear camp from their ultimate objective.318 Though Lavon supported work on 

non-conventional weapons, he lacked confidence in the nuclear project, its chief scientific officer 

(Ernst David Bergmann), and its chief enforcer (Shimon Peres).319 Indeed, “for critics, the 

Dimona project epitomized all the ills that surfaced during the Lavon Affair, particularly the 

danger of a few individuals, acting under the protection of national security, making important 

decisions on their own.”320 Ultimately, the question of national security (kdushat ha-bitachon) 

won out over such critiques. Though he technically resigned again in 1961, Ben-Gurion never 

left office; he was persuaded to continue as interim Prime Minister until the election of August 

15: “Ben-Gurion won the showdown with Lavon, who was expelled from the party and removed 

from his post as Secretary-General of Histadrut [General Organization of Workers in Israel].”321 

The encounter served to demonstrate the symbiotic relationship that both helped Ben-Gurion 

survive in office and correspondingly served to protect his crowning security project from 

internal opposition. 
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317 Ziv, Guy. "The Triumph of agency over structure: Shimon Peres and the Israeli nuclear program." International 

Negotiation 20.2 (2015): 226. 
318 Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 

Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 67. Avner Cohen makes a similar argument. See: 
Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 19. 
319 Specifically, Lavon did not believe that Israel would be capable of creating a nuclear reactor indigenously, 
terminating work on that program in 1954. His general skepticism of the nuclear option would ostensibly have 
proven deleterious to Israeli security interests, thereby making his eventual ouster from office vital to the program’s 
progress. Discussing the Lavon scandal in a closed-door session with Mapai leaders on 16 December 1954, Ben-
Gurion addressed this angle, arguing, “another issue that must be given more resources by the state is the 
development of science. It might be that our ultimate security would rest on that…This could be the last thing that 
may save us.” See: Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 42. 
320 Ibid: 140. 
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Thus, the burgeoning nuclear program came to represent the Ben-Gurion government’s primary 

means of bolstering state survival. Somewhat ironically, the strategy even appeared to gain the 

backing of otherwise unlikely actors, notably the Eisenhower administration. Despite Secretary 

Dulles’ objection to the transfer of conventional arms, the United States readily offered Israel the 

scientific foundation on which to build a nuclear capability. Commissioned in July 1955, the 

small research reactor at Nahal Soreq was built under the auspices of the Atoms for Peace 

Program, offering Israeli scientists valuable experience in the creation and manipulation of 

medical and industrial isotopes.322 Though the reactor was not itself considered a proliferation 

risk, it nevertheless “gave Israeli scientists invaluable firsthand experience in handling nuclear 

materials and equipment,” providing training and technical capacity that could then be applied at 

Dimona.323 The timing of the Nahal Soreq agreement was itself somewhat peculiar, given that it 

was approved just one month after the Czech arms deal with Egypt.  

 

Though the coincidence does not necessarily amount to an expression of tacit support for a 

nuclear Israel, it nonetheless marked the first in a series of occasions in which American 

policymakers provided Israel with some element of nuclear support (be it diplomatic or material) 

in lieu of conventional arms. Indeed, between 1960 and 1966, “the United States agreed to 

provide Israel with 50 kilograms of uranium-235, of purity 90%, to power Soreq.”324 The 

evolution of American responses to the Israeli nuclear capability and its impact on the latter 

state’s security and survival will be explored in the following section. 
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Negotiation 20.2 (2015): 224. 
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20%. Upon completion of the research reactor, design requirements led to the amendment of the treaty on 20 August 
1959 to allow for the export of 90%-enriched uranium. Jabber, Paul. Israel and nuclear weapons: present option 

and future strategies. International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1971: 29.  
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From Ambivalence to Ambiguity – American Vacillation on the Nuclear Question 

The previous section expanded on the building blocks that associated nuclear deterrence with 

state survival. As was shown, a combination of power asymmetries, international isolation, and 

nuclear threats convinced Israeli policymakers that a self-help approach would offer the most 

effective protection against such growing threats. The enduring American reluctance to engage 

in a significant conventional arms transfer presented both a challenge and an opportunity, 

especially since said reluctance did not appear to extend to the nuclear realm.  

 

The following section explores the second phase of Israel’s nuclear durability strategy, focusing 

on how American foreign policy during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations inadvertently 

incentivized Israel to pursue a nuclear deterrent. First, the Kennedy administration’s pressure 

campaign lent to Israeli fears of international isolation, offering a mismatch of threats and 

incentives that only strengthened the perception of its nuclear capability as a vital bargaining 

chip. This was followed by the Johnson administration’s reassessment of its geopolitical 

priorities, leading to a reduction of diplomatic pressure that empowered Israeli policymakers to 

use their developing nuclear potential as a tool for acquiring military equipment. The exchange 

allowed Israel to reduce the conventional power imbalance with the Arab states, allowing it to 

better defend itself in the leadup to the Six Day War.  

 

Following the Atoms for Peace agreement, the nuclear issue appears to have dropped off 

American radars for a period of time. Indeed, work on the Dimona facility continued unimpeded 

for over three years until the issue of proliferation was raised by the Kennedy administration. 

Though the construction in the Negev was determined to be a “probable nuclear-related site,” it 
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appears that the Eisenhower administration “failed to grasp the meaning of its own findings.”325 

This was especially jarring given that the destabilizing impact of a nuclear Israel was raised in a 

1957 National Intelligence Estimate.326 U-2 spy planes conducted aerial photography of the site 

in 1958, but no follow-up actions were taken until December 1960.327  

 

Whether the oversight was intentional or not remains ambiguous: the director of the CIA’s aerial 

photography program, Arthur C. Lundahl, recalls Eisenhower’s reticence on seeing the 

photographs, reaching the impression that he may have tacitly supported Israeli acquisition of 

nuclear arms as a viable self-help strategy.328 Despite the President’s taciturn response, news of 

the existence of an Israeli nuclear weapons facility broke in mid-December 1960, with western 

media reporting on a joint Franco-Israeli initiative to establish a heavy water reactor. The issue 

became one of the new administration’s first diplomatic challenges. 

 

Intensified scrutiny of the Dimona project occurred at a politically inconvenient time for the 

beleaguered Ben-Gurion, whose main priority was to “lessen American pressures in order to 

 
325 At the time, American focus may have been directed towards the Arab world: Egypt and Syria joined into a 
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The Arab dream of liquidating Israel would be dispelled…If Israel had the opportunity to acquire nuclear weapons, 
it would do so.” National Intelligence Estimate 100-6-57, "Nuclear Weapons Production in Fourth Countries - 
Likelihood and Consequences," June 18, 1957. Four years later, a US Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee 
post-mortem highlighted “significant gaps” in the dissemination of intelligence. “US Joint Atomic Energy 
Intelligence Committee, 'Post-Mortem on SNIE 100-8-60: Implications of the Acquisition by Israel of a Nuclear 
Weapons Capability',” January 31, 1961, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, RG 59, Records of 
Special Assistant to the Secretary of State for Atomic Energy and Outer Space, 1948-1961, box 501, Z1.50 Country 
File Israel f. Reactor 1961, Part 1 of 2.  
327 Farr, Warner D. The third temple's holy of holies: Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB 
AL, 1999: 5.  
328 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 83. 
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allow for the completion of the physical infrastructure for a nuclear-weapons option.”329 The 

longstanding Prime Minister’s ruling style was seen as increasingly authoritarian, a view that 

was only bolstered by his intervention in the Lavon Affair. The collapse of nuclear cooperation 

with France added to his troubles. “Soon after he had his own bomb, de Gaulle froze the nuclear 

treaty with Israel, claiming that the secret had been exposed.”330 As a last-ditch effort, Peres 

agreed to publicize the existence of the project (partially exonerating the French and shielding 

them from any potential Arab backlash), allowing for the furtive completion of existing contracts 

held by private French corporations.331 But this move brought Israel’s nuclear infrastructure 

under unwanted scrutiny.   

 

Pressed by both internal and external political forces, questions of the leader’s eventual 

succession began to be raised in earnest. To relieve some of the pressure, Ben-Gurion authorized 

a visit by American scientists to the still-incomplete Dimona facility in May 1961. The visit 

showed “no evidence of weapons-related activities” and paved the way for Ben-Gurion’s 

personal dialog with Kennedy on May 30, during which he had hoped to quietly resolve the 

 
329 To that end, the Prime Minister was willing to give the President any reassurance he desired to divert attention 
from Dimona. Operating on the assumption that Kennedy would follow his predecessor’s precedent in treating the 
reactor as an inconvenient but necessary safeguard for Israel’s survival, he hoped that he could establish a modus 
vivendi in lieu of a security alliance. See: Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 96.  
330 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 87. Though multiple factors likely influenced de Gaulle’s decision, the General’s decision to withdraw from 
Algeria certainly contributed to a realignment of French interests in the Middle East. 
331 Nevertheless, some forms of collaboration survived into the Fifth Republic. Seeking to prevent undue issue 
linkages, de Gaulle permitted the completion of the Dimona reactor but refused to allow the delivery of a plutonium 
separation plant so as to prevent Arab boycotts of associated French companies. Though delivery of the enrichment 
facility was completed, Aronson notes that “the separation plant was supplied either behind the General’s back or 
with his tacit consent.” This was facilitated by the fact that the contract was held by Saint-Gobain Nucléaire, a 
private corporation. Weissman and Krosney further add that the Israeli regime were provided unrestricted access to 
data from the 17 French nuclear tests conducted between 1960 and 1964. See: Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear 
programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 (2000): 87; De Gaulle, Charles. Memoirs of 

hope: renewal and endeavor. Simon & Schuster, 1971: 266; Weissman, Steve, and Herbert Krosney. The Islamic 

Bomb: The Nuclear Threat to Israel and the Middle East. Crown, 1981: 113-114. 
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issue.332 However, the strategy failed, with Ben-Gurion’s attempts to deflect focus from Dimona 

“used by the Kennedy administration to strengthen its pressure.”333 Following Ben-Gurion’s 

visit, the Kennedy administration began a policy of concerted scrutiny aimed at preventing the 

development of an Israeli nuclear weapon. American resolve in pursuing a more assertive non-

proliferation policy was further strengthened in the aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis, which 

laid out in stark relief the relative danger and volatility that such weapons could engender.334 

Rather than serving as a convenient substitute for conventional support, the new administration 

sought to curb the nuclearization of the Middle East, placing it at a crossroads with the Israeli 

government.  

 

The Kennedy administration may have concluded that “in exchange for some sort of ‘guarantees’ 

to Israel, it would be possible to demand that Israel significantly restrict, and possibly even shut 

down its nuclear project in Dimona.”335 But the combination of pressure and middling 

conventional assurances proved ineffective because it failed to address the security concerns that 

had pushed Israel towards nuclear weapons in the first place. Insufficient carrots were matched 

with disproportionate sticks, placing the Israeli government in an unenviable position. After 

substantial prevarication, Ben-Gurion authorized a second “visit” to Dimona was scheduled for 

October 1962, but the trip failed to yield any new information on the state’s nuclear potential. 
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The American delegation conveyed their “satisfaction that the Dimona reactor was only for 

peaceful purposes.”336 However, both American and other alliance partners remained skeptical as 

to the accuracy of the findings.  

 

As a British intelligence report from January 1963 noted, “The evidence [suggests] that the 

Israeli government is working towards an option to produce nuclear weapons at some future 

date.”337 The opinion was echoed in a 6 March 1963 CIA memo titled “Consequences of Israeli 

Acquisition of Nuclear Capability,” which offered a rather pessimistic outlook on the 

implications of a nuclear Israel. Commenting on the state’s regional posture, the memo warned 

that Israeli policy “would become more rather less tough,” with the state seeking to “exploit the 

psychological advantages of its nuclear capability to intimidate the Arabs.” Furthermore, “Israel 

would use all its means at its command to persuade the US to acquiesce in, or even support, its 

possession of nuclear capability.”338 Israeli motivations fueling the pursuit of a nuclear deterrent 

were further elaborated in a British intelligence dispatch from September 1963, which observed 

that “in view of the increased strength of the Arab world, nuclear weapons were the only 

practical deterrent available to Israel.”339 Specifically, the memorandum referenced the signature 

of the Arab Federation Proclamation, which established a military amalgamation between Egypt, 

Syria, and Iraq on 17 April 1963. The declaration called for the “liberation” of all Palestinian 

territory (amounting to the destruction of the Israeli state), in effect representing the pan-Arabic 

coalition that Ben-Gurion had feared since the inception of the state.  
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From the Israeli perspective, the pursuit of nuclear weapons by a state in its precarious security 

environment was justified as a means of finding an “equivalent to the kinds of armaments with 

which the armed forces of Egypt and the other Arab states were equipped.”340 In return for 

foregoing the nuclear option, Ben-Gurion pushed for concessions that would provide a 

commensurate deterrent against the deadly threats posed by the pan-Arab coalition. This 

included a formal security guarantee, something that the Kennedy administration felt reluctant to 

provide.341 Such an approach may have masked an underlying logic: in seeking to protect the 

Dimona project and the powerful deterrent it offered, the Prime Minister may have sought to 

raise what his counterparts viewed as “clearly unacceptable” demands, thereby bringing into 

relief the vulnerability and exposure that the Israeli state felt. Facing an “inability or 

unwillingness” to concede to the provision of a formal security guarantee, the Kennedy 

administration might then be persuaded to adopt a more conciliatory approach towards the 

prospect of an independent Israeli deterrent.342  

 

How did Israeli policymakers react to Ben-Gurion’s gambit? Most political actors joined in a 

chorus of support for the Dimona project, viewing it as an asset in negotiations for a meaningful 

guarantee that would assure Israel’s existence in the face of threats from the Arab world. Noting 

the urgency of the situation at hand, Director General of the of the Foreign Ministry Chaim Yahil 
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declared, “it is extremely important that we present to the Americans our forceful demand for 

assurances as to our security – a real guarantee with a commitment to come to our aid. In that 

case, the problem [Dimona] will be changed from one in which we sit on the defendant’s chair to 

a discussion and negotiation regarding defense arrangements – and let a hint suffice to the 

wise.”343  

 

Similarly, Gideon Rafael (Deputy Director of the Foreign Ministry) observed, “Regarding 

Dimona, the problem is not whether to reveal it or not to reveal it, but to make use of what has 

been done, and will be done, as a means of achieving a solution for the basic security problems 

of the state.”344 Ambassador to the United States Avraham Harman made a comparable 

argument, noting, “The United States sees our development of such a deterrent force as 

something that endangers it…According to the view of the United States, world peace depends 

upon this knowledge not proliferating and this capability not being developed in new countries. 

This matter can serve as a matter for negotiation and as [something] to be exchanged for 

something else.”345 Rounding out the group, Aryeh Levavi (head of the American Desk in the 

Foreign Ministry) declared, “We should not abandon Dimona without some very concrete 

substitute.”346  

 

Unfortunately, the strategy failed to achieved its desired effect: operating on the assumption that 

continued diplomatic pressure would compel Ben-Gurion into compliance, Kennedy’s foreign 

policy team argued that “nuclear self-denial is a price he [Ben-Gurion] knows he’ll have to pay 
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anyway, since we won’t stand for proliferation.”347 A fundamental misalignment of objectives 

ultimately served to further propel the Israeli government towards a nuclear option, fanning the 

very fears of isolation that had prompted the state to pursue such a means in the first place. The 

Israeli government received few meaningful concessions; on the contrary, under-Secretary of 

State Averell Harriman threatened to “come down on them like a ton of bricks”348 if they 

persisted with their activities. Rather than to neutralize the security concerns that were 

motivating such behavior, American policymakers helped to further entrench Ben-Gurion’s 

position. 

 

The situation reached a climax on 5 July 1963, when Kennedy engaged Ben-Gurion in what 

would be the harshest diplomatic exchange between their respective administrations.349 

Kennedy’s letter was seen as an ultimatum of sorts, with the administration showing a 

willingness to “take the gloves off” in confronting Israel’s nuclear activities.350 In it, he asserted 

that his “government’s commitment to, and support of, Israel would be seriously jeopardized if it 

should be thought that we were unable to obtain reliable information on a question as vital to 

peace as the question of Israel’s efforts in the nuclear field.351 The impact of the letter was 
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compounded nearly two weeks later when three American reconnaissance aircraft were forced to 

land at Lod Airport while flying over Dimona on 21 July. Given that the flight was conducted 

“not by a lone U-2 [as had been standard practice in missions over the Soviet Union] but by three 

slower planes,”352 the incident was perceived as an effort to intimidate Israel into compliance. 

 

Thus, while there appeared to be sufficient means and motivation for a workable compromise 

reflecting both Israeli security concerns and American proliferation policy, the opportunity came 

to naught because the Kennedy administration adhered to the same red lines as its predecessor, 

seeking to avoid a regional imbroglio that could bring them into conflict with the Arab states. 

American policymakers were well aware of this linkage: as noted by National Security Council 

staffer Robert Komer, “Our dilemma is that the more we talk about inspection, nuclear self-

denial…the more the Israelis will see leverage to get guarantee, arms, and joint planning from 

us.”353 Likewise, American ambassador to Israel Walworth Barbour stated his objection to an 

expanded security alliance with Israel, noting that such a move “went far beyond the guidelines 

of US policy which called for their outright rejection.”354 It was feared that the provision of a 

security guarantee would “constitute a direct challenge to the Arabs by the US…[rendering] the 

US responsible in Arab eyes for every Israeli military venture.”355  
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The apparent myopia of American strategic planning was partially linked to the State 

Department’s repeated efforts to simultaneously neutralize two regional threats, linking the 

Israeli nuclear rollback to the nascent Egyptian missile program.356 As the proposal quickly 

proved to be unpalatable to both sides, American policymakers’ persistence only succeeded in 

goading the adversaries further towards non-conventional weapons. The bid failed because the 

proposed targets of the exchange were shown to be vastly asymmetrical.357 Despite technical 

assistance from German and Austrian scientists (notably Willy Messerschmitt, engineer of the 

eponymous fighter plane) the Egyptian missile program was a costly disappointment,358 meaning 

that “Ben-Gurion could have expected the main bulk of the American pressure to fall upon 

Israel’s shoulders.”359 On the Egyptian side, President Nasser also appeared reluctant to risk his 

fledgling missile program in exchange for Dimona, viewing it as too high a price to pay for a 

rumored and untested weapon.360 The assessment was based on a miscalculation of the progress 

 
356 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961–1963, Volume XVIII, Near East, 1962–
1963, eds. Nina J. Noring and Glenn W. LaFantasie (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1995): Document 
155. 
357 Commenting on the Egyptian missile program, Aronson brusquely observes, “the Egyptian missiles lacked 
guiding systems and hence were worthless.” See: Aronson, Shlomo. "David Ben-Gurion, Levi Eshkol and the 
Struggle over Dimona: A Prologue to the Six-Day War and its (Un)Anticipated Results." Israel Affairs 15.2 (2009): 
119. 
358 In particular, the missiles’ guidance system proved to be ineffective, with test launches missing their targets by 
over 40 kilometers. According to Robert Komer, issues with the guidance system were likely related to the fact that 
the German scientists recruited to work on the program were “leftovers” who had not been recruited by either of the 
major powers. See: Karpin, Michael. The bomb in the basement: How Israel went nuclear and what that means for 

the world. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 204.  
359 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 87. Though Israeli intelligence had gathered information on the composition and effective range of the 
Egyptian missiles, they were unable to gather meaningful information on the composition of their warheads. Thus, 
the missiles represented the worst of both worlds, posing a potential security threat while at the same time being 
insufficiently valuable to be considered in a direct exchange for Dimona. The Egyptian missiles most likely 
influenced the agreement between the state of Israel and Marcel Dassault on 26 April 1963, in which the latter 
offered to produce a surface-to-surface missile codenamed MD-620 but colloquially known as the Jericho. France 
delivered 14 completed missiles until exports were stopped after the Six Day War. See: Karpin, Michael. The bomb 

in the basement: How Israel went nuclear and what that means for the world. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 203; 
Rabinowitz, Or, and Nicholas L. Miller. "Keeping the bombs in the basement: US nonproliferation policy toward 
Israel, South Africa, and Pakistan." International Security 40.1 (2015): 52f. 
360 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961–1963, Volume XVIII, Near East, 1962–
1963, eds. Nina J. Noring and Glenn W. LaFantasie (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1995): Document 
285; Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 253. 
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made by the Israelis: “in the early 1960s the Egyptians thought they were ahead of Israel…[and] 

estimated that Israel was still years away from acquiring and assembling nuclear weapons.”361 

Thus, the State Department’s efforts to neutralize both programs failed, largely given that neither 

side “bought into [their] scheme.”362 If anything, the move fortified Ben-Gurion’s view of 

nuclear weapons as an indispensable lifeline for survival. Though radical, his subsequent 

response embodied the Israeli selectorate’s adherence to this belief. 

 

Faced with renewed American pressure towards “the freezing of Israel’s nuclear option,” Ben-

Gurion took the drastic step of resigning from his posts as Prime Minister and Minister of 

Defense, seeing the move as a necessary sacrifice for preserving his state, legacy, and Israeli 

security.363 Then-ambassador Gideon Rafael supported this view, arguing, “Dimona was the 

centerpiece of Israeli diplomacy…I remember his decision to resign as a great act of a 

responsible statesman, who was not ready to lead his country to an open rift with the United 

 
361 In a twist of irony, reports from the American visits to Dimona promoted this view by assuring the Egyptians that 
the site was not being used for the manufacture of weapons. Ignorance (or understatement) of the Israeli program 
was also politically expedient in relation to Nasser’s domestic audience. This held at least up to mid-1965, when 
Egyptian perceptions of the Israeli nuclear threat began to change thanks to growing international press coverage of 
Dimona. Ibid: 254-255. 
362 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961–1963, Volume XVIII, Near East, 1962–
1963, eds. Nina J. Noring and Glenn W. LaFantasie (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1995): Document 
298. 
363 Some speculation persists as to whether the elder statesman’s sudden resignation was prompted by his 
perceptions of the dangers posed by Kennedy’s unyielding stance on nuclear proliferation. Aronson draws a 
connection between the two events, noting that Ben-Gurion’s resignation came once he failed to secure “the 
reactor’s legitimacy in American eyes or superpower guarantees.” Physicist Yuval Ne'eman concurred, arguing, “I 
am sure that Ben-Gurion left because of Kennedy’s pressure…[he] hoped that the change in Prime Ministers would 
gain time.” At least two of Ben-Gurion’s cabinet ministers (Pinchas Sapir and Israel Galili) agreed that the pressure 
on Dimona influenced his resignation. On the other hand, Ben-Gurion’s biographer Michael Bar-Zohar viewed the 
connection between the resignation and Kennedy’s pressure campaign as “pure thumb-sucking.” See: Aronson, 
Shlomo. "David Ben-Gurion, Levi Eshkol and the Struggle over Dimona: A Prologue to the Six-Day War and its 
(Un) Anticipated Results." Israel Affairs 15.2 (2009): 116; Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six 
Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 (2000): 88; Karpin, Michael. The bomb in the basement: How 

Israel went nuclear and what that means for the world. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 225. 
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States.”364 Though the move ended his long tenure, it secured the aging leader’s legacy by 

protecting the state’s nuclear insurance policy.365  

 

He confirmed his intent in a conversation with Moshe Dayan, declaring, “Ben-Gurion is only 

flesh and blood. It’s not the man who is important – he passes from the scene. It is his path that is 

important – and that goes on.”366 Ben-Gurion’s chosen successor (Levi Eshkol) ascended to the 

self-dubbed position of “caretaker Prime Minister,”367 following his roadmap for negotiating 

Israel’s right to nuclear self-defense. In passing the torch to his heir, the Israeli founder sensed 

that a change of guard may stimulate better coordination between the two states: “Eshkol was an 

accomplished wheeler-dealer, a quality that Ben-Gurion saw in Kennedy too.”368  

 

Replying to Kennedy’s demands, Eshkol argued that Israel’s future nuclear posture would have 

to take into consideration the burgeoning state’s unique geopolitical situation, drawing attention 

to its position “as the only nation in the world whose neighbors threatened its very existence.”369 

Expanding on this argument, the new Prime Minister noted, “the situation in the region is 

becoming increasingly severe. If the time comes when we will need to weigh another course, we 

will first go to the United States. Today again we say that Dimona is intended for scientific 
 

364 Aronson, Shlomo. Israel's Nuclear Programme, the Six Day War and Its Ramifications. King's College London, 
Mediterranean Studies, 1999: 19.  
365 Michael Karpin further notes that the resignation may have been a temporary political feint by Ben-Gurion, who 
had relinquished the office of Prime Minister twice before. He draws attention to Eshkol’s reluctant succession: 
“Ten years earlier, in late 1953, when Ben-Gurion had taken a break and moved to Sdeh Boker, he had proposed 
that Eshkol replace him as Prime Minister, but Eshkol refused. ‘Why should I be the guilty party from whose 
clutches Ben-Gurion will save the country when he returns?’” Ben-Gurion’s attempted return in the 1965 election 
confirmed Eshkol’s suspicions. See: Karpin, Michael. The bomb in the basement: How Israel went nuclear and what 

that means for the world. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 226. 
366 Dayan, Moshe. Story of my Life. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976: 271. 
367 Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 
18. 
368 Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 

Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 81. 
369 Shalom, Zaki. "Kennedy, Ben-Gurion and the Dimona Project, 1962–1963." Israel Studies 1.1 (1996):18.  
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research, and you must rely upon our words.”370 As an added gesture of good faith, the Eshkol 

government then embraced the Partial Test Ban Treaty and became one of its first signatories. 

 

The risky maneuver paid off, providing Israel with a temporary relief of pressure from the 

Kennedy administration; though provisional, the President and his aides considered the change in 

leadership and tone to be a step in the right direction with respect to their non-proliferation 

objectives. While Eshkol’s approach had not fully exonerated the Israeli state, it had brought 

about a short reset in bilateral relations. “By August, Kennedy had decided to return to a ‘low 

profile’ on the issue of Dimona.”371  

 

Counterfactually, the move would have likely proved insufficient to defuse the American 

pressure campaign: replying to the Israeli request for a security guarantee after five months, 

Kennedy’s October 3 riposte remained both guarded and noncommittal, providing Israel with 

neither a formal alliance nor the legitimization of Dimona.372 Indeed, the tone of the President’s 

final missive suggested that US-Israeli relations would most probably have remained 

confrontational. Eshkol voiced these concerns in September 1963, explaining, “What am I afraid 

of? [Kennedy’s] man will come and will be told that he can visit anywhere [in Dimona], but 

when he will go to open something, then Pratt [colonel responsible for the construction and 

management of Dimona] will tell him, this is not. So he will tell it to Barbour or Kennedy. The 

 
370 Report Concerning the Eshkol-Barbour Conversation, Foreign Ministry, 17 July 1963, HZ 7233/5/a, ISA.  
371 Jackson, Galen. "The United States, the Israeli Nuclear Program, and Nonproliferation, 1961–69." Security 

Studies 28.2 (2019): 373. 
372 In his reply, Kennedy only promised a limited exchange of intelligence between the two states, an offer that did 
little to assuage Israeli apprehensions. Cohen, Avner. "Israel's nuclear history: The untold Kennedy‐Eshkol Dimona 
correspondence." (1995): 188. 
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question is how important it is to us that [Kennedy] will know that the Prime Minister, or the 

Foreign Minister, or the whole government does not lie to him.”373  

 

Thanks to an unanticipated twist in history, these assumptions were never tested. President 

Kennedy’s assassination on 22 November 1963 “gave Eshkol greater ‘breathing space.’”374 As 

observed by Zaki Shalom, the event inexorably altered Israel’s path toward the bomb: “One may 

speculate…that negotiations with Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, were easier from 

Eshkol’s viewpoint.”375 From that point on, American pressure on Dimona subsided: while 

Kennedy had signaled willingness to openly confront Israel’s nuclear aspirations, Johnson 

preferred a compromise that would be amenable to both states. “President Johnson’s basic vision 

of Israel was predicated upon the core values of the ‘Special Relationship’ paradigm.’”376 

Following his predecessor’s assassination, Johnson spoke with an Israeli diplomat, assuring him 

of his commitment to amicable bilateral relations: “you have lost a very great friend. But you 

have found a better one.”377 The pledge was coupled with the transfer of $52 million in civilian 

aid. As noted in a 14 February 1964 memorandum from NSC staffer Robert Komer to McGeorge 

Bundy, the succession led Arab leaders to “sense a change in our ME policy,” instilling the 

 
373 Consultations on the Matter of the Exchange with the President of the United States. 6 September 1963, ISA, 
FMRG 3377/10: 20. 
374 Shalom, Zaki. "Kennedy, Ben-Gurion and the Dimona Project, 1962–1963." Israel Studies 1.1 (1996): 26.  
375 Ibid. 
376 Ben-Zvi, Abraham. Lyndon B. Johnson and the Politics of Arms Sales to Israel: in the Shadow of the Hawk. Vol. 
38. Psychology Press, 2004: 35. Ben-Zvi also points out that Johnson’s sensitivity towards Israeli policy was not 
influenced by domestic political concerns or pressures from any internal lobbying groups. On the contrary, he 
observes that “no such gestures were in fact forthcoming in early 1964 in the context of American arms sales 
policy.” The argument pushes back against a potential counterfactual in which elements of American foreign policy 
decision-making towards Israel can be explained through domestic electoral pressures. Zaki Shalom makes the same 
argument with respect to the sale of F-4 Phantom aircraft in 1968: “Johnson was by then a lame duck president.” 
See: Shalom, Zaki. Israel's Nuclear Option: Behind the Scenes Diplomacy Between Dimona and Washington. 
Sussex Academic Press, 2005: 162.  
377 Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 
26. The reception was equally warm in Prime Minister Eshkol’s June 1964 visit to Washington. Marking the first 
time an Israeli head of state was officially received in the White House, Johnson affirmed, “The United States is 
foursquare behind Israel on all matters that affect their vital security interests.”  
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perception that “LBJ [was] pro-Israeli and reversing the three years of skillful Kennedy handling 

of the Arabs.”378 

 

While President Johnson showed a lower degree of investment in Israeli nuclear affairs and 

“treated the Dimona issue with kid gloves,”379 he retained his predecessor’s national security 

advisers, who retained their focus on non-proliferation. Policymakers like Secretary Rusk 

“vehemently warned the new President not to proceed beyond the general terms and parameters 

of his secret commitment to Israel, as outlined in his December 27, 1962 conversation with 

Foreign Minister Meir.”380 This would have limited major military transfers and assurances. 

Others like Harold Glidden of the State Department’s Near-East Office suggested that Israeli 

policymakers be warned that “if it became known that Israel had developed a nuclear 

weapon…[it] was on its own.”381  

 

This created an unusual dichotomy, with the Johnson administration “talking to Israel out of both 

sides of its mouth – one side issuing harsh utterances, the other more sympathetic.”382 However, 

the setup brought hope to Israeli leaders, who felt secure in the knowledge that the new President 

 
378 Aronson speculates that Johnson’s seeming apathy towards the Israeli nuclear issue may have been partially 
related to the United States’ deepening entrenchment in the Vietnam War. See: Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear 
programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 (2000): 88; Office of the Historian. Foreign 
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Howland and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): Document 2. 
379 Shalom, Zaki. Israel's Nuclear Option: Behind the Scenes Diplomacy Between Dimona and Washington. Sussex 
Academic Press, 2005: 81. 
380 Ben-Zvi, Abraham. Decade of transition: Eisenhower, Kennedy, and the origins of the American-Israeli alliance. 
Columbia University Press, 1998: 129. 
381 Komer and Harriman went even further: Then-Chief of Staff of the IDF Yitzhak Rabin recalled that they “were 
rough and tough in regard to the nuclear weapon issue…Komer asked for a personal conversation with me…and 
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crisis she ever had in her relations with the US.’” See: Rabin, Yitzhak. "A Service Record." Vol.1 (Tel Aviv: 1979): 
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“comments on NEA’s Draft Memcon of April 5, 1967 on Near East Arms Control.” 20 April 1967, RG 59, 
Department of State Lot Files, Lot 74D232, Box 8.  
382 Laron, Guy. The six-day war: The breaking of the Middle East. Yale University Press, 2017: 192. 
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was loath to escalate the issue further. Pursuit of a nuclear deterrent could present a win-win 

situation: whereas a formal security guarantee risked dragging the United States into a dangerous 

regional conflict, an indigenous nuclear capability could provide Israel with sufficient means to 

protect itself.383 Moreover, such a capability presented unique opportunities for evening the 

conventional balance of power. Sensing a kindred spirit in the new American President, Prime 

Minister Eshkol stressed Israel’s dire need for a viable military deterrent in his state visit of June 

1964, extending the point to both unconventional and conventional arms.384 A combination of 

political solidarity and clever nuclear bargaining ultimately achieved this goal, resulting in an 

almost 23-fold increase in arms sales throughout the Johnson administration.385 

 

Attempting to reconcile his policy preferences with the new President’s outlook, Komer 

suggested that the transfer of certain military equipment could be used as a quid pro quo for 

denuclearization, offering the sale of M-48A Patton tanks in this exchange: “In facilitation of 

Israel’s tank problem, we should get assurance in return that Israel will not plunge the Near East 

into either the sophisticated missile or the nuclear weapons field.”386 Komer also advocated for 

 
383 This became the consensus after the Six Day War, with Barbour pointing out, “The Israelis, who have technical 
capability to build the bomb, would, it may be argued, be foolish not to produce extra-conventional weapons against 
enemies whose total conventional military capabilities conceivably could outstrip Israel’s within another decade.” 
See: Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XIX, Arab-Israeli Crisis 
and War, 1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
2004): Document 326. 
384 Deptel circular 2447 to Vienna for IAEA, 26 June 1964, confidential. UPA microfilm, ‘Israel: National Security 
Files 1963–1969.’ K4 -128b.  Library of Congress, frames 86-892624 (85/4561 MICRR). 
385 Ibid. Military sales increased from $44.2 million to over $995.3 million by the time Johnson left office. 
386 In essence, the tank sale became the “bait” for convincing Israel not to proceed with the nuclear program and the 
purchase of missiles from the French. In order to avoid publicity, the exchange was conducted via a Western 
European intermediary to protect the US from Arab backlash. Johnson reached an arrangement with German 
Chancellor Ludwig Erhard in which the latter would “give his approval for a triangular arrangement whereby the 
Pentagon would provide the FRG with new and advanced M-48A(3) tanks in return for the delivery by the FRG (via 
Italy) of 150 older M-48A(1) tanks from its inventory to Israel.” The arrangement fell apart due to a series of leaks 
in both the German and American media beginning in late-October 1964, in response to which various Arab 
governments launched “a harsh political campaign against the Erhard government,” threatening to formally 
recognize East Germany unless the exchange was reversed. The Egyptian government proceeded as far as to invite 
Walter Ulbricht to Cairo in late-February 1965. Due to the backlash, the Erhard government decided on 12 February 
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the use of aircraft sales as a cleavage to extract meaningful concessions on Israeli proliferation, 

writing, “Can we use planes as a lever to keep Israel from going nuclear? Desperation is what 

would most likely drive Israel to this choice, should it come to feel that the conventional balance 

was turning against it. So a judicious arms supply, aimed at maintaining a deterrent balance, is as 

good an inhibitor as we have got.”387 A similar argument was made in a memo from Komer to 

Johnson written on 6 February 1965: “if we want to prevent Israeli nuclear proliferation yet 

protect Israel and forestall another conflict, we’ll have to provide Israel with its own arms.”388 

 

However, just as the earlier pressure campaign created perverse incentives that motivated the 

preservation of the nuclear bargaining chip, the provision of these incentives now yielded the 

same outcome. While the arrangement appeared feasible in principle, Israeli knowledge of LBJ’s 

preferences meant that Komer and the State Department were ultimately unable to leverage arms 

sales against nuclear concessions. Assistant Secretary for the Near East and South Asia Philip 

Talbot further raised the alarm to this effect, warning that the strategy would “leave the Israelis 

in a position to use again in the future this same potential to extract from us further large 

 
1965 to cancel the triangular exchange, leaving 110 of 150 tanks undelivered. Having been thwarted in its goal of 
secrecy, the Johnson administration was left with no option but to directly deliver the remaining tanks to Israel. See: 
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Dispute, 1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 2000): Document 13, note 6; Ibid: Document 55; Ben-Zvi, Abraham. Lyndon B. Johnson and the Politics of 

Arms Sales to Israel: in the Shadow of the Hawk. Vol. 38. Psychology Press, 2004: 47-48. 
387 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 
1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): 
Document 267. Emphasis in original. Komer also made this recommendation to McGeorge Bundy in his 
memorandum of 21 January 1966, writing, “In my judgement, circumstances will probably demand that we end up 
selling some aircraft to the Israelis. If so, it is far wiser for us to soften them up on certain conditions precedent (on 
proliferation, on not making us prime suppliers, and on not expecting too much economic aid) than to give way 
piecemeal and end up getting less than otherwise.” See: Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United 

States, 1964–1968, Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and David S. 
Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): Document 263. 
388 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 
1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): 
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quantities of conventional weapons. They would argue that because they have foregone these 

sophisticated weapons, their needs for conventional weapons would be even greater.”389  

 

It also left the United States vulnerable to charges of double-dealing from Arab leaders. Clever 

diplomacy by the Eshkol government exploited this flaw: taking advantage of the fact that the 

US was simultaneously transferring arms to both Israel and Jordan, Eshkol leveraged the 

discretion of the Israeli government to improve both the quantity and quality of American 

equipment tendered.390 As noted above, the nuclear program also assisted the Israeli government 

in procuring advanced aircraft. While Komer and other non-proliferation activists sought to use 

the sale as a lever to counter Israeli proliferation, his efforts were nullified by the President’s 

reluctance to confront Israel on the nuclear issue.391  

 

In a telephone conversation between Secretary of State Rusk and Secretary of Defense Clifford, 

Rusk conceded, “[Johnson] is strongly opposed to twisting arms on the nuclear thing in 

connection with [F-4] Phantoms. Doesn’t want them linked.”392 Though Assistant Secretary of 

Defense Paul Warnke attempted to link the sale of Phantom aircraft to inspections of Dimona, he 

was rebuked by Yitzhak Rabin, who complained, “We came here to discuss the sale of fifty 
 

389 Assistant Secretary Talbot to Ambassador Averell Harriman. “Briefing Notes for NSC Standing Group Meeting 
April 28 on Israeli Arms Requests.” 23 April 1964, RG 59 Department of State Lot Files, Lot 67D289, Box 1. 
390 Israel’s bargaining position was further strengthened as the US had linked the transfer of Jordanian tanks to the 
sale of F-104G interceptors. Prior to the sale, Jordan had explored acquiring Soviet MiGs “at two-thirds price,” 
something that American policymakers sought earnestly to preempt. Following the maneuver, Israel received a 
supply of 110 upgraded M-48A(2C) tanks. See: Ben-Zvi, Abraham. Lyndon B. Johnson and the Politics of Arms 

Sales to Israel: in the Shadow of the Hawk. Vol. 38. Psychology Press, 2004: 66; Office of the Historian. Foreign 

Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell 
Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): Document 150. 
391 In a conversation with Israeli diplomat Ephraim (Effy) Evron, Johnson is alleged to have quipped, “Oh goddam, 
Effy, you’re going to get the F-4s.” See: Hersh, Seymour M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and 

American foreign policy. Random House, 2013: 186. 
392 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XX, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 
1967–1968, eds. Louis J. Smith and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2001): 
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Phantom planes and not to mortgage Israel’s sovereignty.”393 In exchange for the aircraft, Eshkol 

allowed the Johnson administration to conduct tentative “visits” to the Dimona facility, but he 

remained “adamant in refusing a formal written agreement which might indicate to future 

historians that he had bargained away Israel’s future nuclear policy and opened the Dimona 

facility to US inspection for the sake of ‘a mere 48 airplanes.’”394 On his part, LBJ warned his 

counterpart against pursuing atomic weapons, “reminding the Prime Minister that we are 

violently against nuclear proliferation.”395 But his policies never took the firm stance that his 

predecessor’s had. 

 

Altogether, the shift from diplomatic carrots to sticks under the respective administrations of 

Kennedy and Johnson had a rather curious effect, highlighting the ways in which both policies 

could empower a state to leverage nuclear proliferation as a means of bolstering its survival. 

Extended pressure during the Kennedy era strengthened Israeli resolve and fortified beliefs that 

an effective nuclear deterrent was indispensable to the survival of an isolated Israel. Then, the 

reduction of pressure under Johnson created sufficient space for the Israeli government to exploit 

linkages between its nuclear program and the provision of American arms, taking advantage of 

the new President’s “self-imposed restraint and innate unwillingness to cross the Rubicon” of 

formally coercing Israeli compliance.396  

 
393 The issue of national sovereignty continued to be a major asset in the political arsenal of Israeli policymakers. As 
Cohen notes, at that time “there was no precedent for the United States to ask for verification of a friendly state’s 
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By offering Israel a supply of conventional aid, the Johnson administration also sent a signal to 

Egypt, demonstrating “their own involvement as a safeguarding power at Dimona.”397 In 

addition to evening the balance of conventional power, Israel’s nuclear strategy helped to recruit 

the United States in deterring the voiced aggression of the Arab states. In March 1965, Johnson 

took explicit steps to inform Egyptian leaders that their increasingly hostile rhetoric created 

existential pressures that were “likely to lead Israel to the conclusion that they needed to convert 

their planned nuclear program from peaceful purposes to the manufacture of nuclear 

weapons.”398 The deterrent effect of the Israeli nuclear potential will now be examined relative to 

its impact on the Arab world. 

The Six Day War – A Litmus Test for Regional Deterrence 

As explored in the previous section, a combination of crafty nuclear bargaining and exogenous 

historic shocks helped to build the foundations of a regime durability policy. Following its 

completion, the Dimona facility served two purposes. First, it offered the Israeli government a 

useful bargaining chip with which to negotiate improvements in the conventional balance of 

power, acquiring advanced military equipment in return for promises not to develop nuclear 

weapons.399 It also signaled Israel’s growing strength to its neighbors. While these moves were 

plausibly justified by the tumultuousness of relations with pan-Arab states, they still inspired a 
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security dilemma leading to counterbalancing.400 American policymakers had expressed 

concerns for such an eventuality, with Ambassador John Badeau and Robert Komer both fearing 

that the reactor at Dimona could “spark Nasser into a foolish pre-emptive move.”401 But despite 

all expectations, pan-Arab forces were ultimately deterred from striking first, failing to seize an 

advantageous opportunity to eliminate what was at the time a dubiously legal Israeli weapons 

facility.  

 

This section will delve into the setup and implications of this puzzle, examining some of the 

unintended consequences of Israel’s self-help policy. Though the cycle of escalation ultimately 

culminated in the outbreak of war, it will be argued that the presence of a nuclear option allowed 

Israel to turn the situation to its advantage, leveraging Arab fears into hesitation to secure a 

decisive military victory. The analysis will then explore the motivations supporting Israel’s 

policy of nuclear ambiguity, examining why the state chose to embrace a posture of plausible 

deniability. As a means of ensuring the state’s survival, it will be shown that an explicit 

declaration of nuclear possession could have been interpreted as a signal of panic, emboldening 

the type of behavior the capability sought to deter. As it was, the strategy offered the best of both 

worlds, reinforcing “the resolve of the handful of Israeli political and military leaders who were 

aware of the existence of a nuclear option to move without delay to launch a pre-emptive 

war.”402 

 
 

400 A series of increasingly serious border incidents heightened the sense of national alarm. Throughout 1966, “Israel 
recorded 93 border incidents – mines, shootings, sabotage – while the Syrians boasted 75 guerilla attacks in the 
single month of February-March.” See: Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern 

Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 27. 
401 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 
1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): 
Document 63. 
402 Cohen, Avner. "Cairo, Dimona, and the June 1967 War." The Middle East Journal (1996): 210. 
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Early signs of an emerging security dilemma were noted shortly after news of the existence of 

Dimona became public. On 20 December 1960, Mohamed Hassanein Heikal, editor-in-chief of 

the Al-Ahram newspaper and de facto spokesman for President Nasser “warned that the 

manufacture of nuclear weapons by Israel was a matter of life and death for the Arabs; if Israel 

were indeed to obtain an atomic bomb, the Arabs would acquire a parallel bomb, under any 

condition, and at any price.”403 Political rhetoric was particularly acrimonious in response to this 

challenge: “The Arabs seemed ready to go to war to destroy Dimona and, should it come to a 

general war, Israel itself.”404  

 

These developments clearly contributed to Israeli perceptions of insecurity and isolation. 

Confiding to de Gaulle in 1961, Ben-Gurion lamented, “the UAR [Egypt] is getting stronger and 

stronger thanks to Soviet arms. Nasser believes that in another year or two he can launch a 

lightning attack, destroy our airfields and bomb our cities.”405 Given the Israeli population’s 

concentration along the Mediterranean, he feared that the state could be destroyed “by a single 

bomb.”406 The pan-Arab coalition was further strengthened when King Hussein of Jordan placed 

 
403 The opinion appeared to be shared by a sizeable portion of Arab media at the time, as evidenced by 
corresponding pieces in the Damascus Home Service (22 December 1960), the Baghdad Home Service (22 
December 1960), and remarks by the Jordanian Foreign Minister Mousa Nasser (23 December 1960). See: Office of 
the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958–1960, Arab-Israeli Dispute; United Arab Republic; 
North Africa, Volume XIII, eds. Suzanne E. Coffman, Charles S. Sampson, and John P. Glennon (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1992): Document 266; Levite, Ariel E., and Emily B. Landau. "Arab Perceptions of 
Israel's Nuclear Posture, 1960–1967." Israel Studies 1.1 (1996): 39.  
404 In a telegram from the Embassy in the United Arab Republic to the Department of State, ambassador John 
Badeau conveyed an exchange between himself and President Nasser in which the latter was asked about his 
response to a nuclear Israel. “He replied with no hesitation, ‘protective war. We would have no other choice.’ He 
said he could not permit Israel to develop superiority in weapons, for it was shown that when they had it, they would 
use it.” See: Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, 

and Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 79; Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations 

of the United States, 1961–1963, Volume XVIII, Near East, 1962–1963, eds. Nina J. Noring and Glenn W. 
LaFantasie (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1995): Document 285. 
405 Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 
16. 
406 Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 

Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 49. 
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his armed forces under Egyptian command, allowing for an Iraqi expeditionary force to threaten 

the Israeli eastern front.407  

 

Sensing an escalatory mood in the united Arab military posture, in 1965 the IDF initiated a 

comprehensive defensive plan titled Anvil to protect the state against a multi-front offensive. 

Among other reasons, the move was prompted by intelligence gathered by the operative Eli 

Cohen, whose infiltration of the Syrian military establishment had provided unsettling evidence 

of preparations for a potentially overwhelming attack. Unfortunately, the defensive plan would 

take up to a year to implement, leaving the state potentially vulnerable in the meantime.408 On 

the other side of the conflict, both Egyptian and Syrian forces benefitted from a generous inflow 

of Soviet aid, including a transfer of $428 million in equipment to the latter in 1966. The spike in 

material support corresponded to a change in Soviet strategic mindset: whereas open conflict 

between Arab proxies and Israel had previously been discouraged, a perceived asymmetry in 

relative capabilities convinced Deputy Defense Minister Marshal Andrei Grechko that the 

balance of Middle Eastern power could now be shifted in the Soviet Union’s favor. 

 

Adding to Israeli concerns, relations with France continued to cool as the de Gaulle government 

extricated itself from Algeria and sought to revive relations with oil-producing Middle Eastern 

states.409 The deterioration of relations culminated in a French arms embargo, which was put into 

effect three days before the outbreak of war. Ending 12 years of dependence on French military 
 

407 Aronson, Shlomo. Israel's Nuclear Programme, the Six Day War and Its Ramifications. King's College London, 
Mediterranean Studies, 1999: 56. 
408 Prior to the implementation of the Anvil plan, the Israeli Defense Forces’ tank corps only stored enough 
ammunition to fight for three days, a capacity that was doubled by Eshkol’s orders. See: Oren, Michael B. Six days 

of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 25.  
409 Ibid: 26. Indeed, Oren notes that “by 1965, Egypt’s General Amer was being welcomed as an honored guest in 
Paris.” Soviet-Egypt relations were also strengthened in this time, with both Nasser and Amer receiving the title of 
Hero of the Soviet Union in 1964, becoming the first non-Soviets to receive such an honor. Ibid: 28. 
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equipment, the move convinced Israeli policymakers to pursue closer ties with the United 

States.410 President Johnson expressed sympathy with Israeli security concerns, but intervention 

in a potential Arab-Israel war was unequivocally ruled out.411 Thus, while interactions with the 

Johnson administration proved to be friendlier, the Israeli leadership remained cognizant of the 

fact that the state’s survival was dependent on domestic solutions.  

 

The escalation of tensions between Arab and Israeli forces had a notable impact on the status of 

Dimona, with Israeli leaders increasingly concerned about a pre-emptive strike on their ultimate 

deterrent. Indeed, the Knesset deliberated extensively on “whether the Egyptian challenge at the 

time was not aimed at its nuclear project,” fanning fears that further attempts at balancing could 

“play into Arab hands seeking to destroy its nuclear option.”412 In an interview with the British 

newspaper the Observer four months before the outbreak of war, Nasser had repeated his threats 

of a preventive strike “if the Israelis continued to work toward production of an atomic 

bomb,”413 further highlighting the “nuclear dimension to the 1967 crisis.”414  

 

The concern was shared by American policymakers, notably American ambassador to Egypt 

Lucius Battle: “following his farewell call on Nasser and a dinner conversation that evening [4 

March 1967] with Amer, Sadat, and Heikal, he sensed that Nasser was in political trouble in the 
 

410 Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden debate: The formation of nuclear doctrines in the Middle East." Journal of 

Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 215. 
411 This was achieved despite Israeli leaders’ best efforts to entangle some form of American involvement. Speaking 
to US News and World Report, Eshkol stated that Israel would ostensibly receive support from the US Sixth Fleet in 
a live conflict, leading to the cancelling of port-of-call visits in Beirut and Alexandria. Seeking to correct the record, 
the State Department quickly renounced Eshkol’s claim, reiterating the Sixth Fleet’s neutrality. See: Oren, Michael 
B. Six days of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 51. 
412 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 83. 
413 Nasser, Gamal Abdel. Interview with The Observer, 6 February 1967 in Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy 

of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. 
SUNY Press, 2012: 324. 
414 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 266. 
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Arab world and would have to do something ‘dramatic’ to restore his prestige.”415 The Israeli 

nuclear facilities at Nahal Soreq and Dimona offered exceptionally attractive targets for such a 

demonstration.  

 

Rather than abandoning the project, Israeli leaders increased their investment in the nuclear 

guarantee, hedging on the assumption that such an asset would ultimately increase the state’s 

probability of survival. Faced with a growing threat against their nuclear infrastructure, they 

instead took an important step towards nuclear breakout: “On November 2, 1966, a test with a 

special significance was conducted. It meant an end of an era of development, and a step that 

brought one of our primary weapons-systems to its final phases of development.”416 The 

incident, most likely a criticality test, meant that Israel had all but succeeded in crossing the 

nuclear threshold, after which “assembly of a nuclear weapon could be completed in 6-8 

weeks.”417  

 

The feat provided the Israeli government with a much-needed standby option, especially since 

the prolonged mobilization of Israeli forces against Egypt and Syria was proving to be both 

materially and psychologically costly.418 Joining  Eshkol’s beleaguered government as Defense 

Minister, Moshe Dayan recalled, “By the opening days of June, Israel was threatened on all 

fronts by Arab armies vastly outnumbering us in troops, tanks artillery, and warplanes. To the 

 
415 Ibid: 262. 
416 Mardor, Munya M. "RAFAEL: On the Path of Research and Development for Israel's Security." (1981): 409. 
417 Memorandum, Ambassador Bunker to Roger P. Davies. “NEA Views on the Israeli Desalting Project,” 17 
February 1967. RG 59, CFPF, 1967-1969, E11-3 ISR 1-1-67, Box 603A, USNA. 
418 Known as Ha-Hamtana or “the waiting,” the country found itself in a state of mobilization for 22 days, with each 
additional day costing the government an estimated $20 million. See: Rabin, Yitzhak, and Yoram Peri. The Rabin 

Memoirs, Expanded Edition with Recent Speeches, New Photographs, and an Afterword. Univ of California Press, 
1996: 86. 
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world Israel seemed doomed.”419 In this context, orders were given to hastily assemble two 

nuclear warheads. Per a diary entry of 28 May 1967, the head of RAFAEL Munya Mardor 

recalled, “Engineers and technicians, mostly young, were concentrating on their actions. Their 

facial expression solemn, inward, as if they fully recognized the enormous, perhaps fateful, value 

of the weapons system that they brought to operational alert.”420  

 

Shimon Peres further suggested that preparations were made to conduct a nuclear test as a last-

ditch effort to warn both the Arab armies and the major powers.421 Reflecting on the proposal, 

Brigadier General Yitzhak Yaakov argued that the proposal amounted to a doomsday option: 

“The politicians were panicking…The situation was bad. Everyone thought that this was the end 

of the state of Israel…The only thing we had at our disposal as a response was the nuclear 

stuff.”422 The account was corroborated by Elie Geisler, a radiation safety officer at Dimona who 

was quickly commissioned in the IDF and tasked with guarding the plutonium core that would 

have been used in the test.423 “Since the crisis revolved around Dimona…Israel should carry out 

a nuclear test in an underground site in Negev,”424 or else “on a mountaintop in Sinai.”425 

 
419 Dayan, Moshe. Story of my Life. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976: 288. 
420 According to Avner Cohen, American policymakers knew of the existence of the assembled devices. 
Interviewing Johnson aide Myer Feldman, he noted, “early on, elements within the US government knew or 
estimated that the Israelis had two nuclear bombs: ‘I remember very well the number two.’” See: Cohen, Avner. 
Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 415; Mardor, Munya M. "RAFAEL: On the Path of 
Research and Development for Israel's Security." (1981): 499.  
421 Upon joining the Eshkol cabinet, Dayan was approached by Peres who recommended that “Israel should make a 
demonstrative use of its nuclear status for deterrence and even for bargaining purposes.” Though the proposal was 
not accepted, the same idea resurfaced some six years later, albeit this time based on Dayan’s recommendation. The 
interaction raises the prospect of a learning effect between Peres and Dayan between the two conflicts and will be 
further explored in the following section. 
422 “Interview with Yitzhak (Ya’tza) Ya’akov by Avner Cohen,” 1999, History and Public Policy Program Digital 
Archive, From the personal collection of Avner Cohen.  
423 “Elie Geisler, 'The Israeli Nuclear Drama of May 1967: A Personal Testimony',” 2019, History and Public Policy 
Program Digital Archive, Published with the permission of Elie Geiser, 'The Nonproliferation Review,' and the 
Taylor & Francis Group. Version of Record available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2018.1607179.  
424 Aronson, Shlomo. Israel's Nuclear Programme, the Six Day War and Its Ramifications. King's College London, 
Mediterranean Studies, 1999: 66.  
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Preparations were made for a nuclear test on a peak 12 miles from an Egyptian military facility 

at Abu Ageila. As Yaakov notes, “Our goal was to stop the Egyptian army from either advancing 

or using [chemical] missiles…The goal was to create a new situation on the ground, a situation 

which would force the great powers to intervene, or a situation which would force the Egyptians 

to stop and say, ‘wait a minute, we didn’t prepare for that.’”426 

 

Peres himself obliquely alludes to this incident in his memoirs, writing, “After Dayan was 

appointed Defense Minister, I submitted to him a certain proposal that in my opinion then – and 

in my opinion today, nearly three decades later – would have deterred the Arabs and prevented 

the war. My proposal was considered – and rejected.”427 The cabinet’s rejection of Peres’ 

ambitious (if controversial) plan took place on pragmatic grounds: had Israel tested a device, “it 

would have publicly transformed Dimona into a target.”428 Prime minister Eshkol was 

unequivocal in his response to the proposal, asserting, “Do you think that the world would 

congratulate us for our achievement!?”429 Like his predecessor, Prime Minister Eshkol 

understood the strategic value of the nuclear program, opting not to conduct a nuclear test “if this 

endangered the nuclear program.”430 While the weapon was not openly tested, its assembly and 

the successful test of the Jericho missile system in March 1966 still established “the three 

components that constitute a nuclear weapons capability: fissile material production capacity, 

 
425 Rabinowitz, Or, and Nicholas L. Miller. "Keeping the bombs in the basement: US nonproliferation policy toward 
Israel, South Africa, and Pakistan." International Security 40.1 (2015): 55. 
426 “Interview with Yitzhak (Ya’tza) Ya’akov by Avner Cohen,” 1999, History and Public Policy Program Digital 
Archive, From the personal collection of Avner Cohen. 
427 Peres, Shimon, and David Landau. Battling for peace: memoirs. New York: Random House, 1995: 145. 
428 Aronson, Shlomo. Israel's Nuclear Programme, the Six Day War and Its Ramifications. King's College London, 
Mediterranean Studies, 1999: 67. 
429 Such a test would likely have poisoned relations with the United States, on whose military support the 
beleaguered state was dependent. Cohen, Avner. "Crossing the threshold: the untold nuclear dimension of the 1967 
Arab-Israeli War and its contemporary lessons." Arms Control Today 37.5 (2007): 13.  
430 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 93. 
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design knowledge, and access to delivery means.”431 Eshkol’s public visit to Dimona in February 

1967 made this clear to the domestic audience, overtly signaling the central role the facility had 

come to play in the state’s defenses. The pieces were now set for a live-fire test of the nuclear 

insurance theory. 

 

The situation reached a boiling point on 17 May 1967, when the Egyptian Air Force conducted a 

high-altitude surveillance flight over Dimona. A second flight was conducted on May 26. In the 

first sortie, “soaring at 55,000 feet, four MiG-21s had passed over and photographed the 

reactor.”432 The second appeared to involve “four high-flying MiG-25 Foxbats,” which were 

unsuccessfully pursued by Israeli Phantoms.433 While skillful Israeli bargaining over Dimona’s 

status had helped secure the American fighter aircraft evening out the aerial balance, in both 

instances the Israeli Air Force proved incapable of reaching the intruders in time (either with 

aircraft or Hawk missiles).434 “They never forgot the reactor’s proximity to the border, or its 

vulnerability to aerial bombardment.”435 Both flights coincided with escalatory actions, with the 

first occurring at the same time as “Nasser’s decision to remove the UN buffer from the ADL 

along the Gaza strip and the UN presence in the Red Sea Straits.”436 Several hours after the 

 
431 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 232. 
432 In his memoirs, Chief of Staff Rabin also recalled that the MiG pilots had sent undecipherable radio signals 
during their flight, potentially signaling strategic bombers based nearby. Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 

1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 99.  
433 Some sources argue that Soviet pilots conducted the MiG-25 flight, but this has been contested in the literature. 
The allegation that the Soviet Union encouraged the Six Day War as a means of curtailing Israel’s nuclear program 
is explored in Ginor and Remez’s recent book. See: Ginor, Isabella, and Gideon Remez. Foxbats over Dimona: the 

Soviets' nuclear gamble in the Six-Day War. Yale University Press, 2008; Brugioni, Dino A. "The Effects of Aerial 
and Satellite Imagery on the 1973 Yom Kippur War." Air Power History 51.3 (2004): 4. 
434 The overflight led to the elevation of the Israel Air Force’s alert status to the highest level. Cohen, Avner. 
"Crossing the threshold: the untold nuclear dimension of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War and its contemporary lessons." 
Arms Control Today 37.5 (2007): 14.  
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436 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 91-92. Though Elbahtimy reports that the Egyptian request for the withdrawal of the UN Emergency Force 
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second flight, “Nasser announced that Egypt intended to destroy Israel,”437 leading to American 

diplomatic alerts of an imminent war.438 

 

The flights created panic among the Israeli leadership, given that the nuclear site’s questionable 

international legitimacy made it vulnerable to attack on a contrived counterproliferation pretense. 

The issue was raised by the IDF’s Chief of Staff Yitzhak Rabin: “If Egypt bombs Dimona, and 

we want to wage a war, we would be issued an ultimatum from the entire world.”439 Similarly, 

IDF general Aharon Yariv opined that Egyptian forces could “blockade or bomb the reactor,” 

laying out a potentially problematic sequence of events: “They’ll strike you with something 

limited. You’ll strike back and then they’ll bomb Dimona.”440 The Prime Minister shared these 

views in a meeting of the Defense Ministerial Committee on May 21: “In my opinion, they 

Egyptians would act to stop Israeli shipping through the straits and would bomb the Dimona 

reactor. A fully military assault could follow.”441 Secretary of State Dean Rusk lent credence to 

this fear, warning, “if Israel was holding open the nuclear option it should forget US support. 

‘We would not be with you.’”442  

 
occurred the day before, on May 16, this does not alter the overall impact of events. See: Elbahtimy, Hassan. 
"Missing the mark: Dimona and Egypt's slide into the 1967 Arab-Israeli War." The Nonproliferation Review 25.5-6 
(2018): 392. 
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76. 
441 Haber, Eitan. "Today War Will Break Out." The Reminiscences of Brig. Gen. Israel Lior (1987): 161. 
442 National Security Advisor Walt Rostow repeated this line, citing “concern over [maintaining] too close a 
relationship while Israel’s nuclear intentions are in doubt.” Rostow also expressed concern over a potential Israeli 
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and its (Un) Anticipated Results. Israel Affairs, 15(2), 126; The President’s Special Assistant to President Johnson 
“Israel Aid Package” Doc. 406:794; Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, 
Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 2000): Document 312. 
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The opinion was shared by Johnson: “You will probably understand that the United States 

cannot accept any responsibility for situations that are liable to occur as a result of actions in 

which we were not consulted.”443 Though American policymakers were aware of the potential 

dangers posed to Israel (with Vice President Hubert Humphrey stating, “Israel’s existence is at 

stake”), the consensus among the President and his advisers pointed towards a no-win situation 

for America’s Middle Eastern policy. Lucius Battle summed up the situation, writing, “Whatever 

we do we are in trouble. If we fail to stand by Israel, the radical Arabs will paint us as a paper 

tiger. If we stand by Israel, we will damage ourselves seriously with all the Arabs.”444 

 

The nuclear gambit thus appeared to have created more issues than it resolved. Its public 

exposure created a convenient pretext for a limited Egyptian attack that would rob Israel of its 

last-resort deterrent, potentially paving the way for a prolonged and conclusive war. 

Furthermore, the state would expect little in terms of diplomatic support if its controversial 

nuclear facility was targeted. Following a limited surgical strike against Dimona, any Israeli 

retaliation would likely have incurred international censure, limiting the state’s options in 

defending what would likely have been labelled a pseudo-illicit nuclear facility. “No one would 

shed many tears – except Israel itself – if its nuclear reactor disappeared.”445 The concern was 

voiced by Rabin, who observed, “There is one vital object in the south…which is an ideal object 

 
443 Johnson Letter to Eshkol. National Security File, LBJ Library. History of the Middle East Conflict. Box 20: 
United States Policy and Diplomacy in the Middle East Crisis, May 15-June 10, 1967: 13. In response, Eshkol 
wrote, “With a massive build-up on our southern frontier linked with a terrorist campaign from the north and Soviet 
support for the governments responsible for the tension, there is surely an urgent need to reaffirm the American 
commitment to Israel’s security.” The plea received no direct response.  
444 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XIX, Arab-Israeli Crisis and 
War, 1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2004): 
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445 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
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for a limited attack, and of which Egypt may have the support of the entire world.”446 Had Egypt 

moved first, Israel would have “found itself alone, as it always feared, in a situation in which its 

long-range remedy for such a case was a matter of mutual Egyptian-American understanding, 

that Israel had no right to possess nuclear weapons.”447 Likewise, Minister of Labor Yigal Allon 

worried that a pre-emptive strike on Dimona would not constitute a casus belli for any other 

actor (either regionally or internationally), pointing out that “no one was obliged to defend an 

illegal Israeli nuclear weapon factory.”448 

 

Intriguingly, certain elements within the Egyptian armed forces seemed to be aware of the 

potential advantage that had presented itself. “[General] Amer had been bragging about the 

overflight of Dimona, of how, with only handheld cameras, the MiGs had sent all of Israel into a 

panic. Surely the Zionists would flee at the first shot.”449 The Egyptian provocation may have 

sought to goad Israel, providing sufficient justification for the destruction of the latter’s nuclear 

facilities. The approach could have given Nasser “what he actually wanted: a prolonged battle 

along the Egyptian fortification line in Sinai until the political intervention of the Eastern 

Bloc…would stop the war, coupled with the freedom to attack Dimona.”450 In the same vein, 

commander of the Egyptian Air Force General Muhammad Sidqi Mahmud “repeatedly pushed 

for an Egyptian first strike,” finding Israel’s nuclear infrastructure vulnerable and sensing that 

“Egypt’s forward bases in Sinai were within easy reach of the Israeli Air Force and could suffer 
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a disarming Israeli strike in light of the lack of adequate aircraft shelters.451 Concurrently, 

coalition partners in the PLO pressured Nasser into launching a pre-emptive strike against an (as-

yet non-nuclear) Israel.   

 

Given the presence of such favorable conditions, why did the united Arab forces hesitate to 

strike first? The deterring power of nuclear weapons appears to have a played a role, with the 

prospect of a completed Israeli warhead giving the Egyptian leader pause. Indeed, fears of a last-

resort nuclear strike appear to have imbued Nasser with a sense of caution, lest any pre-emptive 

action be interpreted as an existential threat. As noted by Hassan Elbahtimy, “the temptation to 

damage Dimona was not strong enough to shake Nasser’s commitment to a defensive military 

posture.”452 Knowledge of Israel’s nuclear arms was likely transmitted to the Egyptian President 

by General Amer, who appeared to be aware of the state’s nascent capabilities: “The enemy 

spares no effort to obtain modern weapons with a view to securing military supremacy…Israel’s 

building of an atomic reactor in a secret way indicates Israel intends to employ the reactor for 

non-peaceful purposes.”453  

 

Despite General Mahmud’s warning the air force would effectively be “crippled” should Israel 

launch the first strike, Nasser “repeatedly warned everyone in the Arab world that he would not 
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fight before he was ready.”454 Egyptian failure to strike the reactor was made even more 

intriguing by two contextual factors. First, Nasser received unequivocal support from the highest 

tiers of the Soviet government, with State President Nikolai Podgorny promising aid to both 

Egypt and Syria in their fight against Israel: “You must not be taken by surprise; the coming 

days will be fateful.”455 Second, his task was made somewhat more agreeable by the fact that 

Israel had hurriedly and overtly shut down the reactor to prevent extensive contamination from a 

strike. “A ‘cold’ reactor…was not a live nuclear target, and, therefore, did not justify a counter 

nuclear response by Israel.”456 

 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that the presence of the nuclear option was sufficient to 

discourage Egyptian and Syrian action at the beginning of the conflict, providing Israel with a 

first-mover advantage that was quickly translated into a critical victory.457 Furthermore, Nasser’s 

inaction actually amended the Egyptian Army’s original plans, which included orders to bomb 

several strategic Israeli sites (including Dimona, several airfields and major ports). Dubbed 

Operation Dawn (code-name Fajr), the order was authorized on May 27. However, Chief of 

General Staff General Mohamed Fawzi recalls that the plan was cancelled “two hours after it 
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for the reconnaissance flights) to cease any further overflights into Israeli air space. See: Elbahtimy, Hassan. 
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was issued, following a meeting between Nasser and Amer.”458 Surprisingly, the superpowers 

may have intervened in this matter, as the subject of Israeli nuclear acquisition was likely known 

to both camps.459 Nasser’s veto was no doubt influenced by “American and Soviet warnings the 

day before [in response to the second overflight of Dimona].”460 Egyptian scholarship on the 

order concurs, arguing that Amer and Egyptian Air Force chief Muhammad Sidqi Mahmud 

objected to Nasser’s decision but were told, “This is a political decision that you should comply 

with.”461  

 

When Egypt failed to attack first, Israeli leaders took advantage of the pause generated by their 

nuclear deterrent to upset the fragile balance in their favor. Director of Foreign Intelligence 

General Meir Amit was sent to Washington to ensure that the United States would not run 

interference with this plan. There he received “something like a ‘yellow light’ to go ahead” from 

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara.462 In order to preserve this strategic advantage, the 

Israeli Air Force concentrated its first line of attack on the destruction of an air base housing the 

Tupolev Tu-16 bombers that would ostensibly have targeted Dimona and other strategic Israeli 

 
458 On 22 June 1967, Haaretz provided corroborating evidence for the plan, reporting that operational maps found by 
the IDF in El-Arish and El-Sir outlined plans to strike both Dimona and the small research reactor at Nahal Soreq. 
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459 In an interview with Avner Cohen, Johnson’s National Security Adviser Walt Rostow lent further credence to 
this detail, suggesting that the President knew that Israel had already assembled two bombs: “I assumed that they 
had a couple of bombs [up] their sleeves which they would only use in desperation.” Fears of nuclear escalation 
likely influenced American pressure in deterring an Egyptian strike on Israel. See: “Interview with Walt Rostow by 
Avner Cohen,” 1993, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, From the personal collection of Avner 
Cohen. 
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targets.463 The move followed Eshkol’s prediction of May 21: “The first five minutes will be 

decisive. The question is who will attack the other’s airfields first.”464 Steps were also taken to 

guard Dimona from a potential counterattack: half of the state’s 50 Hawk anti-aircraft missiles 

were positioned around Dimona, with one going as far as to shoot down a damaged Israeli 

Mirage fighter that had inadvertently strayed over the facility’s airspace.465 

 

The sortie that began the war proved extremely successful against a surprised Egyptian Air 

Force, destroying 70% of the united Arab armies’ aircraft and all-but eliminating the threat 

against Dimona.466 Michael Oren summarizes the outcome of the raid:  

“The IAF carried out 164 sorties in just over 100 minutes and destroyed 107 planes, 
while suffering only nine losses. Of the 420 combat aircraft in Egypt’s arsenal that 
morning, 286 were destroyed – 30 Tupolev-16s, 27 Ilyushin-28 medium bombers, 12 
Sukhoi-7 fighter-bombers, 90 MiG-21 interceptors, 20 Mig-19s, 75 MiG-17s, 32 
transport planes and helicopters – and almost a third of their pilots killed. Thirteen bases 
were rendered inoperable, along with twenty-three radar stations and anti-aircraft 
sites.”467 

 

By the end of the mission, Israeli forces had managed to simultaneously neutralize the threat 

against Dimona as well as to shape the outcome of the war. Reporting back to Rabin, 

 
463 This detail is confirmed by retired Brigadier General Amos Gilboa, “the first mission was the destruction of the 
[Tu-16] bombers.” See: Raz, Adam. Interview with Amos Gilboa. Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars Nuclear Proliferation International History Project. March 2017. 
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82.  
465 Throughout the war, Israeli leaders expressed strong concerns about the effectiveness of anti-aircraft defenses 
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Its Ramifications. King's College London, Mediterranean Studies, 1999: 52. 
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467 The United Arab forces attempted to organize a counterstrike, with General Amer calling on the Iraqi air force to 
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The Syrian forces likewise evaded engagement, claiming that their planes were occupied with a training exercise. 
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commander of the Israeli Air Force Mordechai Hod reported, “the Egyptian air force has ceased 

to exist.”468 Brigadier General (Ret.) Amos Gilboa of the IDF Intelligence Branch extends the 

association further, arguing that “the by-product of the defense of the nuclear reactor was the 

great victory of the Six Day War.”469 By deterring a pre-emptive strike by the Egyptian forces, 

Israel’s nuclear program thus contributed to the state’s survival in the lead up to the 1967 War. 

As noted by Avner Cohen, “Prior to the war, Israeli leaders were still unsure about their ultimate 

goals for the program and deeply concerned about world reaction if they were to move 

forward.”470 The outcome of the conflict allayed these doubts. 

 

Accounts from Egyptian policymakers lend credence to the view that Israel’s nuclear option 

helped it survive the conflict. As the President of the Egyptian National Assembly, Anwar Sadat 

argued that Nasser had hoped that the mobilization of troops in the Sinai would by itself “scare 

Israel” and placate Syria, a strategy that ultimately “went out of his control” following the Israeli 

strike.471 Concerns of a potential nuclear escalation had cooled off some of the Egyptian leader’s 

earlier threats. Elbahtimy similarly notes that the pattern of Egyptian mobilization appeared to be 

“more consistent with a deterrence mission than a public show of force,” with military units and 

tanks “sometimes passing intentionally close to embassies, under the watchful eyes of military 

attachés and foreign correspondents.”472 Lastly, even some elements in the Israeli leadership 

expressed doubts as to whether Nasser was truly interested in waging an existential war. 

 
468 Reflecting on the outcome of the airstrike, members of the Egyptian air force lamented the poor planning that had 
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Speaking to the Knesset’s Foreign Affairs and Security Committee, Moshe Dayan averred, “You 

(Eshkol’s government) made several undue decisions. You flew over Damascus. You attacked 

Samu’ in daylight (until then Israel’s retaliatory acts were limited night operations).”473 These 

allegations render Egyptian inaction in even starker terms. 

 

Syrian leaders appear to have been similarly affected. As Aronson argues, “The Syrians, 

ironically enough, were pretty cautious during the war, limiting themselves to the ‘usual’ 

shelling from the Golan and some air activity.”474 He further argues, “they probably believed that 

Israel was in possession of an assembled bomb.”475 Nor was the deterrent effect confined to the 

Arab leadership. While Soviet leaders were initially sanguine about a potential military clash, 

their subsequent behavior appeared somewhat tampered, especially in contrast to the ultimatum 

that followed the Suez Crisis. The correlation was highlighted in a paper submitted to McGeorge 

Bundy and the Special Committee of the National Security Council: “The most significant 

feature of the role of nuclear capabilities during the Arab-Israeli hostilities was the absence of 

direct impact. In contrast to the situation in 1956, the Soviet Union made no indirect nuclear 

threats, and did not engage in ‘ballistic blackmail.’”476 

 

 
473 The raid on Samu’ took place in retaliation for a landmine attack orchestrated by al-Fatah and is considered to 
have contributed to the outbreak of war. Dayan added, “He who sends up smoke signals has to understand that the 
other side might think there’s really a fire,” accusing the Mapai leadership of serving Nasser with a pretext for 
destroying Dimona with little to no international backlash. See: Oren, Michael. "The Revelations of 1967: New 
Research on the Six Day War and Its Lessons for the Contemporary Middle East." Israel Studies 10.2 (2005): 4; 
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and an Afterword. Univ of California Press, 1996: 137. 
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(2000): 93. 
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War, 1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2004): 
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Despite Israel’s decisive victory in the Six Day War, “the post-bellum diplomatic and military 

situation left Israeli leaders profoundly insecure.”477 Several factors contributed to this 

insecurity. Israel had lost France’s military support and faced unexpected pressures with respect 

to the sale of F4-Phantom aircraft from facets of the Johnson administration. Nor did a 

qualitative superiority in armed forces necessarily translate to improved security assurances. As 

noted by Abraham Ben-Zvi, “Israel could still find itself vulnerable to certain military 

threats.”478 It also experienced a cooling of relations with the United Kingdom, which cancelled 

an agreement related to the purchase of Centurion and Chieftain tanks in order to preserve 

relations with the Arab states.479  

 

Discovery of Egyptian nerve gas stocks in captured territory further contributed to the sense of 

malaise, exacerbating what was dubbed by Robert Harkavy as the “holocaust syndrome” in 

Israeli decisionmakers’ perspectives.480 Consensus within the government came to be governed 

by “doubts  about the ability of their nation to survive another war.”481 Just over three days after 

the war ended, the New York Times cited “authoritative sources in Tel Aviv” in claiming that 

“Israel’s next major military move may be to make the atom bomb…she can no longer accept 
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any guarantee for her security from any of the major powers and therefore must build the bomb 

as protection.”482 

 

These concerns further expanded the influence of Dimona over matters of state security and 

highlighted the necessity of protecting the state’s nuclear assets from Egyptian or even Soviet 

forces. Thought the outcome of the war had been decisive, the Israeli government was well 

aware that its success would go far in renewing a zealous response from its adversaries. Indeed, 

the realities of the post-67 territorial acquisitions meant that for Israeli policymakers any Arab 

challenge to those territories would also pose a risk to Israel’s survival, thereby requiring the 

prohibitively high cost of nuclear retaliation as the only valid form of deterrence.  

 

Fears of an impending reprisal were in line with Thomas Schelling’s argument that one cannot 

credibly claim to seek conquest of a finite portion of a country “without being tempted to go a 

little further.”483 Per Shai Felman, “Syria must reckon that once she crosses Israel’s borders and 

violates her territorial integrity, there is no clear stopping point.”484 Assessing the state’s security 

situation, Moshe Dayan concluded that “the most important thing from the security point of 

view, the thing that can change the balance of our security, will be the finished product of 

Dimona. There’s no point in discussing any substitute.”485 IDF Chief of Staff Tzvi Tzur agreed, 

noting that Israel would not be able to keep up with a conventional arms race indefinitely.486  
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Pace the argument above, the Eshkol administration went as far as to offer the UAR the total 

withdrawal of Israeli forces from the Sinai and Golan in return for a comprehensive peace 

agreement.487 The Arab response was formulated as “the three noes: no recognition, no 

negotiations, and no peace agreement.”488 Egypt, which had recovered approximately 70% of its 

war losses by the end of the summer, was committed to even the score by force: “What was 

taken by force will be retaken by force, and only by force.”489 The role of a nuclear deterrent thus 

remained just as important after the conflict as it had been before it. The Israeli commitment to 

the nuclear option was not lost to American policymakers. By the end of 1968, the CIA 

estimated that Israel had constructed 10-20 nuclear weapons,490 coinciding with reports of a 

secret agreement to purchase 200 tons of uranium from West Germany.491 But instead of 

generating fears of a potential proliferation cascade, the news appears to receive a somewhat 
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stoic response from the Johnson administration, which in the shadow of the Six Day War largely 

viewed the development as a regrettable but immutable fait accompli.  

 

The conclusion lent a new advantage to Eshkol and Peres’ nuclear bargaining strategy: “once 

Israel had the bomb, supplying it with adequate conventional weapons made sense as a way of 

insuring that the bomb would never have to be used.”492 Prior to leaving office, Johnson took 

steps to assure the Israeli government that his successor would remain sympathetic to Israeli 

security concerns, promising Eshkol that “both Nixon and Humphrey could be counted on to 

keep faith with the commitment to Israel’s security and independence.”493 Even anti-proliferation 

voices in the State Department appear to have begrudgingly accepted this new reality. In a 

memorandum sent to Walt Rostow on 14 October 1968, NSC staffer Harold Saunders pointed 

out, “I personally don’t believe we can expect 50 airplanes to buy us this kind of say in Israel’s 

strategy of survival.”494  

 

Though inspections of the Dimona reactor were supposed to take place twice a year, they only 

occurred on an annual basis between 1964 and 1969, with various excuses (ranging from 

political problems to radiation hazards) being used to limit American intervention at the plant.495 

After the Six-Day War, both sides viewed the visits as “a window-dressing exercise” whose 
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continuation was a mutual embarrassment.496 Israeli ingenuity had neutralized the initial potency 

of the visits, but the ultimate failure of the effort was largely linked to the parameters under 

which such tours had taken place.497 “Their mission was not to challenge what they were told, 

but to verify it.”498 US intelligence officials were even instructed to withhold information on 

Israel’s nuclear progress from the United States Atomic Energy Commission, which was 

responsible for inspecting Dimona.499 Taken together, the Six Day War and its ramifications 

served to solidify a diplomatic compromise between the United States and Israel, one in which 

ambiguity over the latter’s nuclear status would be traded for continued material support. The 

evolution and implications of the policy of nuclear ambiguity will be explored in the following 

section.  

Nuclear Ambiguity at Home and Abroad  

The Six Day War represented the culmination of a debate that had raged for nearly a decade 

among members of the Israeli selectorate. While the outcome of the war created a united front in 

favor of the nuclear option, the domestic evolution of this consensus had been fraught. This 

section will explore the incentives and external shocks that brought about Israel’s policy of 

nuclear ambiguity. The policy emerged organically, driven by a need to offset the Kennedy 

administration’s non-proliferation pressures. But what began as an impromptu response grew 

into a national insurance policy that regulated a contentious political succession, safeguarded 
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Israeli security, and secured support from the United States. While the policy was derided by 

some as a dangerous compromise or an abrogation of national sovereignty, its overall success 

came to be defined by the fact that it was “considerate of American policies and…American 

non-proliferation policy.”500 Such caution eventually paid off, both in the Six Day War and 

during the Yom Kippur War some six years later.  

 

The policy of ambiguity flowered out of an unguarded comment by Shimon Peres to President 

Kennedy in a conversation on 2 April 1963. Visiting Washington to negotiate the sale of Hawk 

missiles, Peres was cornered in a White House corridor and bluntly asked about the status of the 

Israeli nuclear program in an unscheduled appointment that same day. Lacking an official 

response, he improvised: “I can tell you most clearly that we will not introduce nuclear weapons 

to the region, and certainly we will not be the first.”501 By a clever rhetorical flourish, Israeli 

policy was defined such that “introduction of a weapon could only mean after testing.”502 The 

Israeli policy of non-introduction appears to have evolved from this.503 The formulation proved 

diplomatically expedient given the American reluctance to cede nuclear status to Israel: as noted 

by Zaki Shalom, the policy of nuclear ambiguity benefitted both Israel and American foreign 
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policy in the Middle East, generating uncertainty that would be “likely to serve as a deterrence 

against planned aggression against Israel”504 

 

Shai Feldman expands on this logic, observing that such weapons would provide “for the first 

time the ability to threaten unacceptable punishment in retaliation to an Arab challenge to 

Israel’s survival.”505 The magnitude of costs invoked by the bomb further served to limit the 

scope of future conflicts, removing “any challenge to Israel’s survival from the range of 

alternative actions open to them.”506 As seen in the Six Day War, “Arab strategies and war aims 

in 1967 may have been restricted because of a fear of the Israeli ‘bomb in the basement.’” 507 

Indeed, both Syrian and Egyptian forces “seemed not to violate Israel proper and avoided 

triggering one of the unstated Israeli reasons to employ nuclear weapons.”508  

 

Harkavy expands upon the psychological impact of Israel’s nuclear deterrent, noting the ways in 

which the presence of the bomb helped ensure Israel’s survival through the 1960s and 1970s. In 

addition to deterring pan-Arab states’ “goal of final annihilation of Israel and [making] them 

more amenable to a final peace agreement,” he also elaborates on the role of such weapons in 

ensuring “a continued supply of conventional arms and a modicum of diplomatic support, 

banking on big power fears that Israel might be forced to adopt a massive retaliation doctrine.”509 
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This phenomenon is not endemic to the Israeli case, representing an example of superpower 

entrapment along the lines of what Lewis Dunn dubbed “the doves’ dilemma.”510   

 

Put together, ambiguity thus served two goals. First, it offset the aggressive motivations of 

Israel’s neighbors by escalating the cost of their existential threats. Despite initial concerns that it 

might prompt Egypt to react pre-emptively, the experience of the Six Day War showed that the 

mere threat of nuclear escalation was sufficient to deter such behavior. Indeed, from the 

Egyptian perspective nuclear ambiguity provided “at least a partial fig leaf for resisting domestic 

pressures,”511 allowing Nasser to quietly move away from his most bellicose rhetoric without 

conceding to a loss on the nuclear front.512  

 

Second, the policy ensured the uninterrupted supply of conventional arms from the United 

States, which would continue as long as it was felt that doing so would prevent an explicit 

announcement of said nuclear capacity.513 This view was voiced in April 1964 by Deputy 

Assistant Secretary of Defense Frank Sloan, who sensed that withholding conventional arms 

would fuel an imbalance under which Israel would feel a “great pressure to have a (nuclear) 
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511 Solingen, Etel. "Domestic aspects of strategic postures: The past and future in a Middle East nuclear regime." 
Contemporary Security Policy 16.1 (1995): 138. 
512 Rosen, Steven J. "A stable system of mutual nuclear deterrence in the Arab-Israeli conflict." American Political 

Science Review 71.4 (1977): 1373. 
513 Per Cohen, “It was also during this period [under Eshkol] that the two functions of the Israeli nuclear program as 
a national insurance policy were proposed and articulated…What Eshkol called the ‘Samson Option’ and Peres 
described as an ‘option for a rainy day.’” Yair Evron makes a similar argument with respect to the transfer of 
conventional arms, pointing out that the United States was the exclusive target of this strategy. See: Cohen, Avner. 
Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 236; Evron, Yair. "Israel and nuclear weapons." Asian 

Perspective 3.1 (1979): 64; Evron, Yair. "Israel and the Atom – Uses and Misuses of Ambiguity, 1957-1967." 
ORBIS-a Journal of World Affairs 17.4 (1974): 1338; Harkavy, Robert E. "Pariah states and nuclear proliferation." 
International Organization 35.1 (1981): 161. 
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program of its own.”514 As such, Israel’s nuclear capability came to serve “both as a deterrent 

and as a compellent.”515 The latter understanding fundamentally transformed US-Israeli security 

relations; knowing that Israel would never relinquish its ultimate deterrent, successive 

administrations found it preferable to maintain the state’s conventional advantage so as to avoid 

nuclearizing the region.516  

 

The unique geographic constraints imposed by Israel’s diminutive size partially account for the 

success of the state’s nuclear strategy. Per Schelling’s notion of weakness-as-strength, the state’s 

low threshold for damage implies that most military campaigns (however limited) could threaten 

to escalate beyond controllable parameters, even leading to regime collapse.517 These conditions 

“increase the chances of an Israeli overreaction,”518 thereby creating a successful deterrent: the 

greater the cost of the overreaction, the more valid the deterrent and, correspondingly, the higher 

the likelihood of survival. The deterrent value of the nuclear program may have actually been 

strengthened by the unfeasibility of such a response. Though Egypt (then the primary target of 

the program) would have faced several strategic vulnerabilities (notably the concentrated 

 
514 Frank Sloan to President Lyndon B. Johnson. “Memorandum for the President, Near East Arms Policy.” 10 April 
1964, RG 59, Department of State Lot Files, Lot 74D233, Box 7.  
515 Evron similarly points out that the American “readiness to ‘bribe’ created bargaining power for the near-nuclear-
weapon states.” Evron, Yair. "Israel and the Atom – Uses and Misuses of Ambiguity, 1957-1967." ORBIS-a Journal 

of World Affairs 17.4 (1974): 1334.  
516 Presidential aide Myer Feldman confirms this assessment, viewing the sale of various weapons systems (notably 
Hawk surface-to-air missiles) as short-term inducements to prevent Israel from declaring its nuclear capacity. See: 
Evron, Yair. "Israel and the Atom – Uses and Misuses of Ambiguity, 1957-1967." ORBIS-a Journal of World 

Affairs 17.4 (1974): 1338; Freedman, Lawrence. "Israel's nuclear policy." Survival 17.3 (1975): 116. 
517 Schelling, Thomas C. The strategy of conflict. Harvard university press, 1980. 
518 Feldman draws attention to the fact that the Israeli case would likely represent an existential fight in defense of 
the state’s “sovereignty and survival,” arguing that such a state would exhibit “far more willpower” than any 
attacking state. “Its survival is likely to be much more important to it than its destruction would be to a possible 
intruder.” Feldman, Shai. Israeli Nuclear Deterrence: A Strategy for the 1980's. Columbia University Press, New 
York. 1982: 168, 238. 
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population areas along the Nile Delta and the Aswan Dam519), it “could not retaliate by using the 

same device because of Israel’s peculiar boundaries….[since a nuclear strike] might cause 

terrible harm to its Arab neighbors.”520  

 

A 12 December 1964 paper on the impact of nuclear acquisition raised attention to the 

vulnerabilities Egypt would face were it to be targeted by a nuclear weapon: “Of all the countries 

in the Near East, the UAR [Egypt] is 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...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.”521 

 

As such, a commensurate strike by Egypt would have achieved the goal of destroying the Israeli 

state, but only at the unacceptably high cost of irradiating much of the contiguous landmass 

shared by its Arab neighbors.522 As noted by Lawrence Freedman, “The nuclear destruction of 

 
519 Secretary of State Rusk raised this issue in a 10 May 1965 memo to Johnson. See: Office of the Historian. 
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 1964–1967, eds. Harriet 
Dashiell Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): Document 214. 
520 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 89; Evron, Yair. "Israel and nuclear weapons." Asian Perspective 3.1 (1979): 73. 
521 Hassan A’ah, a member of the Research Department in the Egyptian Ministry of Culture, similarly notes that the 
urban population density creates a potential strategic vulnerability, given that “a quarter of Egypt’s population may 
be found in her capital during business hours.” See: “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National 
Decisions Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons.” 12 December 1964. Lyndon B. Johnson Memorial 
Library, Austin, Texas, NSF, Committee on Nuclear Proliferation, containers 1–2; A’ah, Hassan. “Egypt, Israel and 
the Nuclear Bomb,” Al-Talia (Egypt), September 1975. 
522 As noted earlier, these concerns played a role in eliciting Nasser’s reluctance to launch a pre-emptive strike 
against Dimona, lest Israel already be in possession of a completed device ready for use in a retaliatory strike. 
Threats against the Aswan dam were so pronounced that Moscow even contemplated launching a retaliatory nuclear 
strike against Israel. For more on this issue, see: Ginor, Isabella, and Gideon Remez. The Soviet-Israeli War, 1967-

1973: The USSR's Military Intervention in the Egyptian-Israeli Conflict. Oxford University Press, 2017: 350. 
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Israel would also be the nuclear destruction of Palestine,”523 a reality that was known to both 

Egyptian and Syrian decisionmakers.524 Mohamed Hassanein Heikal’s writing on the issue lends 

credence to this assertion. Writing in 1973, Heikal observed that Israeli nuclear threats against 

the pre-1967 territories were credible, noting that “an Arab penetration inside the pre-1967 

territory” was likely to elicit a devastating nuclear response.525  Elsewhere in an interview on 

Kuwaiti television on 17 February 1975, Heikal conceded, “Israel has nuclear weapons but will 

not use them unless she finds herself being strangled.”526  

 

This opinion was shared by other leaders in the Arab world. Meeting with Muammar Ghaddafi 

just before his death in 1970, Nasser warned that the destruction of Israel was no longer possible 

“because it would entail a nuclear holocaust.”527 “The superpowers would not allow this,” Nasser 

is quoted to have stated, arguing that any existential threat against Israel would risk creating a 

nuclear exchange that could escalate to global proportions.528 Likewise in Jordan, King Hussein 

observed, “the Israelis, in my opinion would not use atomic power – a nuclear device or devices 

– unless they were in mortal danger. In such an eventuality they would.” 529 Finally, Syrian 

Lieutenant-Colonel Haitham al-Ayubi noted that a nuclear response could follow an 

overwhelming conventional threat: “the Israelis (or at least the majority of them) [believe] that 
 

523 Freedman, Lawrence. "Israel's nuclear policy." Survival 17.3 (1975): 119. 
524 Amin al-Anfuri, writing in the Syrian Al-Majalla al-Askariyya (The Military Journal), conceded that “in Palestine 
there are many Arab citizens, in proximity to the economic targets, and within the concentrations of Jewish 
population. This fact creates serious constraints on the means of Arab retaliation.” See: al-Anfuri, Amin. “Signs of 
Armed Conflict with Israel.” Al-Majalla al-Askariyya. October 1975. 
525 Feldman, Shai. Israeli Nuclear Deterrence: A Strategy for the 1980's. Columbia University Press, New York. 
1982: 112. 
526 Ibid: 87. 
527 Heikal, Muhammad Hasanayn. The road to Ramadan. Crown, 1975: 76-77. 
528 Ibid. Ghaddafi is reported to have asked if the Arab states had managed to create their own nuclear deterrent, to 
which Nasser replied in the negative. “Thereupon, the Libyan sent his close aide, Abd al-Salam Jalud, to China to 
‘buy a bomb: not even a big one…a tactical one would do.’ But…Beijing advised him that nuclear weapons were 
not for sale.” See: Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, 

Theory, and Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 131. 
529 Ibid.  
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any military defeat would mean the destruction of the State and would pose Israel’s society with 

the danger of extermination. Thus, the nuclear balance of terror…would not bring about the non-

use of nuclear weapons in the instance that Israel faces the danger of a complete conventional 

military defeat…[This] was clearly revealed during the initial days of the October War…the 

enemy’s society lived with a nightmare of extermination, at least through the first three days of 

the war.”530  

 

The presence of a plausibly deniable nuclear option was therefore perceived as an asset for 

Israel’s long-term survival, particularly after the Six Day War. Ironically, such a consensus was 

far from clear before the war. Within the Israeli leadership, Minister of Labor Yigal Allon argued 

that Israel’s conventional military superiority would be sufficient to safeguard the state’s 

continued existence: “on the contrary, were Israel to introduce nuclear weaponry to the region, 

there was the possibility that Arab states would follow suit, and hereby overturn the very 

advantage that Israel had sought to preserve.”531  

 

Such a view was shared by minister without portfolio (later Minister of Information) Yisrael 

Galili. Though supportive of the nuclear program, Golda Meir voiced skepticism of the utility of 

ambiguity. In a private discussion in the Foreign Ministry, she argued, “We have led ourselves 

into a situation in which we are unable to derive any benefit from the matter…I was always of 

the opinion that one ought to tell them the truth and to explain to them why, and it doesn’t 

interest us whether or not the Americans agree with us that Nasser is a danger…But if we deny 

that Dimona exists, then it cannot serve as a basis for bargaining, because you cannot bargain 
 

530 Al-Ayubi, Haitham. “The Truth about the Nuclear Challenge between Egypt and Israel,” in Feldman, Shai. 
Israeli Nuclear Deterrence: A Strategy for the 1980's. Columbia University Press, New York. 1982: 88. 
531 Evron, Yair. Israel's Nuclear Dilemma. Routledge, 2005: 6. 
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over something which does not exist.”532 The debate played an important role in Israel’s first 

political succession, highlighting the centrality of the nuclear question in the contest for Ben-

Gurion’s replacement. As Avner Cohen observes, the campaign was “one of the most bitter in 

Israel’s history…dominated by an old man’s rage against the successor he himself had 

chosen.”533  

 

Sensing that his 1963 resignation may have been a tactical error, the elder statesman challenged 

his successor in the general election of 1965, publicly accusing him of “spinelessness”534 and 

“major incompetence with regard to an essential security issue.”535 Drawing former Mapai 

members away into a factional political party named the Israel Workers’ List (Reshimat Poalei 

Yisrael, or Rafi), Ben-Gurion “viciously and adamantly challenged the leadership and ‘moral 

authority’ of his heir.”536 Known colloquially as the “nuclear party,” the future of Dimona played 

a central role in the new party’s manifesto, which recruited both Shimon Peres and Moshe 

Dayan.537 The new faction sought to take advantage of structural weaknesses in the Mapai 

party’s parliamentary majority, which had been eroded thanks to rising unemployment, an 

 
532 In the same discussion, Meir also rejected the option of fully disclosing the activities at Dimona and asserting 
national sovereignty in the face of American intervention, stating, “Nor do I agree that we are such heroes that we 
can tell Kennedy that it is not their business, [if we] have come to them one day earlier or one day later about other 
things and say that it is its business.” Rather, she was of the opinion that greater openness with the United States 
with respect to Israel’s threat perception would elicit a sympathetic reaction: “We have the same right to live as they 
do.” Report, Foreign Ministry to the Israeli Embassy in Washington, 23 June 1963, HZ 3377/6, ISA.  
533 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 222. 
534 Aronson, Shlomo. "David Ben-Gurion, Levi Eshkol and the Struggle over Dimona: A Prologue to the Six-Day 
War and its (Un) Anticipated Results." Israel Affairs 15.2 (2009): 121.  
535 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 90.  
536 Ben-Zvi, Abraham. Lyndon B. Johnson and the Politics of Arms Sales to Israel: in the Shadow of the Hawk. Vol. 
38. Psychology Press, 2004: 64. 
537 According to Peres’ biographer Matt Golan, the recruitment may have occurred under less-than-voluntary terms. 
Though Peres was reportedly ambivalent about switching to the Rafi Party, Ben-Gurion “made his decision for 
him,” providing him an unpalatable choice between defecting or remaining at the mercy of his political enemies 
(notably Golda Meir) in Mapai, albeit without the protection of his political mentor. See: Golan, Matti. Shimon 

Peres: a biography. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1982: 136-138. 
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economic recession, and the cessation of Holocaust reparations from Germany.538 The animosity 

between Eshkol and Ben-Gurion was exacerbated when news of the American visits to Dimona 

became public, with the New York Times publishing an article on the secretive Israeli program 

on 14 March 1965. Occurring mere weeks after the Mapai party convention, the news proved to 

be damaging to Eshkol’s reputation, providing ammunition to his detractors and bringing into 

question his commitment to the sanctity of Israeli security.  

 

The campaign was rife with coded references to “the sensitive topic” (ha’noseh ha’adin), with 

members of Rafi publicly criticizing Eshkol for his “big mistake.”539 Ben-Gurion himself 

escalated the fight in the aftermath of the New York Times leak, declaring that his successor 

“was no longer qualified to lead the nation.”540 The call created an irreconcilable rift between the 

two, forcing members of the cabinet to coalesce behind one or the other in the lead-up to the 

general election. Even American policymakers were aware of the domestic political implications 

of bringing undue pressure on Eshkol. Walworth Barbour raised this issue on 2 March 1965 in a 

telegram to the State Department, warning, “I recommend that we not attempt to force Israelis 

beyond what Eshkol can do at this time.”541 

 

Despite their ferocity, Ben-Gurion’s attacks were tinged with an element of irony: though 

painted as a nuclear dove, it was in fact Eshkol who had succeeded where his predecessor had 

 
538 Michael Oren notes that by the October 1965 elections, unemployment reached 12.4%, with annual growth 
shrinking to 1%. See: Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 1967 and the making of the modern Middle East. 
Presidio Press, 2017: 27. 
539 The campaign was fought with bitter words and harsh accusations, with Golda Meir proceeding as far as to 
publicly call the venerated Ben-Gurion a coward, accusing his Rafi party of leading “a neofascist group.” Hersh, 
Seymour M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 2013: 140. 
540 Cohen, Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 222. 
541 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XVIII, Arab-Israeli Dispute, 
1964–1967, eds. Harriet Dashiell Schwar and David S. Patterson (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2000): 
Document 173. 
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failed, advancing work at Dimona and leveraging its ambiguity against a significant transfer of 

American arms. His criticism of his successor’s handling of Dimona was “more than a little 

misleading since it had been the decision of a government under Ben-Gurion to refrain from the 

development of a nuclear strategic doctrine.”542 Indeed, Eshkol “generally did not intervene in 

the project’s development work,”543 despite initial misgivings about the cost and dangers 

associated with such an endeavor. Faced with internal opposition against the program, Eshkol 

tended to “side with the supporters of the nuclear program, on the grounds that it would reduce 

the monetary cost of deterrence.”544 

 

Eshkol’s pro-nuclear stance ultimately protected him against his precursor’s challenges, showing 

him to be an able replacement well-versed in the intricacies of the new state’s security. Under his 

reign, even relative skeptics like Allon and Galili were convinced to err on the side of caution 

with respect to the development of nuclear arms, relying on the framework of strategic ambiguity 

to offer the state some diplomatic cover. Both supported the policy of nuclear non-introduction, 

with Allon even adding “nor will Israel be the second to introduce them to the region.”545 

Nuclear ambiguity offered Israeli policymakers a useful compromise, preserving a last-resort 

deterrent without denying the centrality of conventional forces. 

 
 

542 Evron, Yair. Israel's Nuclear Dilemma. Routledge, 2005: 9. 
543 Cohen notes that the Dimona reactor suffered a “major industrial accident” in December 1966, resulting in the 
death of at least one technician. The accident “left Israel’s nuclear chiefs shaken, including Eshkol.” But even such 
setbacks did not weaken the Prime Minister’s resolve in pursuing his vision of an ultimate security guarantee for the 
Israeli state. See: Cohen, Avner. "Crossing the threshold: the untold nuclear dimension of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War 
and its contemporary lessons." Arms Control Today 37.5 (2007): 14.  
544 Evron, Yair. Israel's Nuclear Dilemma. Routledge, 2005: 7. 
545 As Yair Evron argues, “Galili and Allon were not absolute in their opposition to nuclear development. Their 
opposition was rather to the attempt to base overall Israeli military strategy on a nuclear doctrine.” Avner Cohen 
promotes the same argument, writing, “Galili and Allon did not propose that Israel should not engage in research 
and development of nuclear weapons and missiles. Rather, Israel should keep the nuclear option open, always 
remaining ahead of the Arabs in this field.” See: Evron, Yair. Israel's Nuclear Dilemma. Routledge, 2005: 7; Cohen, 
Avner. Israel and the Bomb. Columbia University Press, 1998: 150. 
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The policy contributed to Mapai’s 1965 election victory, which “eliminated from the domestic 

Israeli scene, in a single stroke, a major constraint which…had considerably restricted the Prime 

Minister’s margin of maneuverability.”546 With the creation of the Labor Unity (Ahdut HaAvoda) 

Party, Eshkol presided over a labor alignment that captured 45 seats in the Knesset. Despite his 

reputation and the popularity of fellow Rafi Party members, Ben-Gurion’s new faction only won 

ten seats, with the results being seen “as a referendum on [Eshkol’s] handling of the nuclear 

issue.”547  

 

Eshkol ably demonstrated his commitment to Israeli security and the nuclear program, while at 

the same time reaping the diplomatic benefits of ambiguity. The daily newspaper Ma’ariv 

echoed the sentiment, writing, “perhaps only Eshkol, whose personality combined audacity, 

obstinacy, and weakness, could have weathered the most serious crisis Israel ever faced.”548 

After the election, the Prime Minister appointed himself as the chair of the Israeli Atomic Energy 

Commission (IAEC), signaling the importance assigned to this issue and the intimate role it 

continued to play in domestic political contests. The move reorganized the state’s nuclear 

infrastructure under the leadership of the Prime Minister, centralizing control and ending “the 

divide-and-rule system by which Peres had managed the nuclear project.”549 

 

Eshkol’s electoral victory and subsequent “procrastination” in responding to American demands 

on Dimona also solidified a new reality with respect to the future of the Israeli nuclear weapons 

 
546 Ben-Zvi, Abraham. Lyndon B. Johnson and the Politics of Arms Sales to Israel: in the Shadow of the Hawk. Vol. 
38. Psychology Press, 2004: 97. 
547 Hersh, Seymour M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 
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program. While the Johnson may have previously viewed the situation as potentially mutable, 

key American policymakers came to realize that the program was now comparable to “eight 

months of pregnancy.”550 Starting with their meeting of 9 February 1966, Johnson struck a far 

more conciliatory tone with Eshkol, reassuring his counterpart that he “wanted to do everything 

he reasonably could for Israel…[and] did not want the Israelis to feel insecure.”551 The 

disjuncture between Johnson and the State Department’s stance on Israeli nuclear weapons 

appeared to wane with the compromise of 17 March 1966, in which Israel reaffirmed its pledge 

of 10 March 1965 “not to be the first power to introduce nuclear weapons in the Middle East.”552  

 

With this formula, Israel succeeded in enjoying “the best of both worlds.”553 After the success of 

the Six Day War, Eshkol’s tenure and perceptions of his capacity as a leader were secured, with 

“many members of the intelligentsia siding with [him] against what seemed to be Ben-Gurion’s 

authoritarian personality.”554 Despite his wishes, Members of his own Rafi party decided to 

reunite with Mapai six months after the Six Day War had ended, merging with Achdut 

Ha’Avodah in what ultimately became a consolidated Labor Party under Eshkol’s leadership. 

According to the British Foreign Office’s confidential annual review of Israel in 1967, 
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“The Prime Minister’s fortunes looked thin at the end of last year…but in the long run 
Mr. Eshkol was probably one of the chief gainers from the war. His flair for political 
management reasserted itself and largely by being himself and lying low he appeared by 
the end of the year to be ‘the best Prime Minister Israel has.’ His over-cautious role 
before the war was forgotten and he emerged as the Prime Minister who had presided 
over Israel’s finest hour…Mr. Ben-Gurion had shown himself increasingly out of touch 
with reality and strains within his party, Rafi, were aired in public.”555 

 

Following his death, Eshkol’s successor Golda Meir adhered to the latter’s policy of nuclear 

ambiguity, despite initial misgivings about the durability of such a stance. Though no official 

records of the meeting are currently available, the existing literature has reached a consensus that 

Prime Minister Meir informed the Nixon administration of the state’s nuclear capacity in her 

1969 state visit.556 The two sides agreed that the US would turn a blind eye toward the nuclear 

program as long as Israel did not make its capability public.557 The agreement marked the final 

maturation of Israel’s policy of nuclear ambiguity, codifying bilateral relations in a way that 

addressed the state’s longstanding fears of isolation and encirclement.  

 

The Nixon national security staff appear to have been sympathetic to the notion of an Israeli 

nuclear deterrent, with Kissinger aide Morton Halperin recalling, “I heard him [Kissinger] say 

that if he were the Israelis, he would get nuclear weapons.”558 Commenting on the post-67 

balance of power, Kissinger opined, “Israel might keep [post-1967] territory if it wielded a 
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nuclear deterrent, but a compromise on territory in the interest of peace would be preferable.”559 

In a June 20 1969 memorandum of the NSC Ad Hoc Review Group’s assessment of Israel’s 

nuclear program, he added that “the Israelis do not want nuclear weapons just against the Arab 

nations per se, but rather against the possibility of a defeat in conventional war.”560 In the 

meeting, Kissinger observed, “It seems axiomatic that a nation of three million people 

confronted by 100 million with any technological capacity at all would not over an historical 

period have a chance of surviving. But if there is any chance at all, it would come from having 

the most advantageous possible lines of defense.  

 

If the Israelis give up the conventional security which advantageous borders provide, they might 

want nuclear weapons to offset what they are giving up.”561 This position was laid out in a memo 

from Kissinger to Nixon sent on 19 July 1969: “For our own internal purposes, we would decide 

that we could tolerate Israeli activity short of assembly of a completed nuclear device.”562 He 

further warned Nixon that the Israelis “are one of the few peoples whose survival is genuinely 

threatened [and] are probably more likely than almost any other country to actually use their 

nuclear weapons.”563 As will be shown in the following section, this conjecture would be put to 

the test during the Yom Kippur War, expanding the link between nuclear weapons and survival 

beyond even the most bullish of expectations. 
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The Yom Kippur War – Israel’s Nuclear Insurance Policy Matures  

As shown above, the development of the bomb and its integration in the US-Israeli security 

understanding greatly advanced Israeli leaders’ unceasing struggle to promote their state’s long-

term survival. However, the final and most decisive test of this association would push its 

boundaries to hitherto unexpected limits. Would the nuclear option continue to deter Israel’s 

adversaries from seeking its total destruction? Would threats of nuclear escalation succeed in 

entrapping US support, even when such support would come with significant material and 

reputational costs for the latter? Both of these claims were tested in 1973, with the outcome of 

the war entrenching the concept of nuclear durability as an incontrovertible political reality.  

 

This section will explore the Israeli security situation leading up to the outbreak of hostilities, 

focusing on the evolution of US policymaker’s decision to resupply the IDF both before and 

after the state’s alleged nuclear escalation. A conclusive analysis of Israeli actions in the climax 

of the war is rendered challenging by the fact that “many of the important decisions were made 

in secret and in oral discussions, leaving no paper trail,”564 rendering parts of the decision 

process incomplete or even “deliberately misleading.”565 Nonetheless, even the incomplete 

record currently captured by available historical evidence suggests that the Israeli nuclear option 

played an influential role in securing American support at a critically sensitive juncture. 
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The surprise attack that launched the Yom Kippur war caught the Israeli establishment off-guard, 

culminating in one of the most serious perils the state had encountered since its inception.566 

Indeed, “there were times when tensions during the Yom Kippur War matched or surpassed the 

Cuban crisis.”567 Owing to a series of organizational and intelligence failures, Egyptian forces 

were able to cross the Suez Canal and encircle Israeli fortifications around the Bar-Lev line in a 

matter of hours.568 After the collapse of the Bar-Lev line, “a staff officer in the Southern 

Command forward headquarters late in the night of 8-9 October [stated] that ‘we have only 50 

tanks left between the Egyptian Army and Tel Aviv.”569  

 

Relative to the Six Day War, the combined Arab armies were roughly three times larger, 

amassing close to a million troops (as compared to 300,000 in 1967), more than 5000 tanks (as 

opposed to 1700 in 1967), and 1000 aircraft (versus 350).570 In addition, they were offered aerial 

protection from 140 surface-to-air missile batteries (known as the “SAM belt”), which proved 

effective in warding off the Israeli Air Force.571 By the third day of fighting, both Washington 

and Tel Aviv realized that “Israelis were running out of consumables, i.e., ammunition and spare 

 
566 Indeed, the stresses of the situation were so grave that Prime Minister Golda Meir contemplated committing 
suicide on the second day of the war. See: Karpin, Michael. The bomb in the basement: How Israel went nuclear 

and what that means for the world. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 336. 
567 Brugioni, Dino A. "The Effects of Aerial and Satellite Imagery on the 1973 Yom Kippur War." Air Power 

History 51.3 (2004): 11; Scherer, John L. "Soviet and American Behavior during the Yom Kippur War." World 

Affairs 141.1 (1978): 3. 
568 King Hussein of Jordan unsuccessfully attempted to warn the Meir government of an impending Egyptian attack. 
See: Rabinovich, Abraham. The Yom Kippur War: the epic encounter that transformed the Middle East. Schocken, 
2007: 48; Kumaraswamy, Prasanna R. Revisiting the Yom Kippur War. Routledge, 2013: 4; Bar-Joseph, Uri. "The 
1973 Yom Kippur War." Jewish Virtual Library. Retrieved from https://www. jewishvirtuallibrary. 

org/jsource/isdf/text/barjoseph. pdf (2009). 
569 Ginor, Isabella, and Gideon Remez. The Soviet-Israeli War, 1967-1973: The USSR's Military Intervention in the 

Egyptian-Israeli Conflict. Oxford University Press, 2017: 348. 
570 The upgrades were both quantitative and qualitative, as Egyptian forces were supplied with updated T-62 tanks 
Frog and Scud missile systems, and the BMD armored personnel carrier.  
571 Moshe Dayan ordered the destruction of the missiles via Operation Doogman (model), but only managed to 
destroy a single missile battery at the cost of six Israeli Phantom jets. The mission was considered “a serious 
mistake.” See: Bar-Joseph, Uri. "The 1973 Yom Kippur War." Jewish Virtual Library. Retrieved from https://www. 

jewishvirtuallibrary. org/jsource/isdf/text/barjoseph. pdf (2009). 
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parts…Israel now needed total logistic support, from plain rifle ammunition to battle tanks.”572 

By October 10, the Israeli outlook had turned decidedly negative, leading to fears of involvement 

in a prolonged war for which they were ill-prepared.573  

 

The situation intensified Israeli appeals for military aid from the United States. However, despite 

initial assurances that a resupply would be forthcoming, the transfer was plagued by several 

delays that were blamed on “bureaucratic obstructionism” in the Department of Defense.574 The 

Pentagon was indeed reluctant to become entangled in the crisis, sensing that intervention could 

create a potential oil crisis.575 This view was shared by most of the national security 

establishment, which feared that a public resupply effort would create severe blowback from oil-

producing Arab states. The American prevarication did not go unnoticed by Israeli policymakers. 

Citing the muted response of the Nixon administration, Moshe Dayan wrote, “the United States’ 

announcement was more worrying… the announcement was being made three hours after the 

Egyptian-Syrian attack without the slightest hint that it was the Arabs who had started the 

war.”576  

 
572 Luttwak, Edward N., and Walter Laqueur. "Kissinger and the Yom Kippur War." Commentary 58.3 (1974): 34. 
573 According to an estimate by William Quandt, “Each day the war goes on it costs Israel over $250 million. Within 
one month, this adds up to Israel’s entire annual GNP.” See: Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United 

States, 1969–1976, Volume XXV, Arab-Israeli Crisis and War, 1973, eds. Nina Howland, Craig Daigle, and Edward 
C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2011): Document 169. 
574 Secretary Schlesinger and Deputy Secretary William Clements shouldered the bulk of the responsibility. As a 
Texan oil magnate with business interests in the Middle East, Clements provided a particularly useful scapegoat, 
serving as “an ideal prop that could be wheeled in to act as the living personification of the pro-Arab oil lobby.” See: 
Luttwak, Edward N., and Walter Laqueur. "Kissinger and the Yom Kippur War." Commentary 58.3 (1974): 36; 
Scherer, John L. "Soviet and American Behavior during the Yom Kippur War." World Affairs 141.1 (1978): 6. 
575 This is supported by archival evidence. Per the minutes of an October 6 Washington Special Actions Group 
meeting, Schlesinger stated that “the American objective is to give every appearance of being uninvolved with either 
side. Our public posture should be built that way.” The State Department supported this approach, allowing Defense 
to play “the role of the brutal policemen while Kissinger was the sympathetic cop.” See: Office of the Historian. 
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXV, Arab-Israeli Crisis and War, 1973, eds. Nina 
Howland, Craig Daigle, and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2011): Document 103; 
Luttwak, Edward N., and Walter Laqueur. "Kissinger and the Yom Kippur War." Commentary 58.3 (1974): 33, 36. 
576 Dayan, Moshe. Story of my Life. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976: 478. 
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The staid American reaction likely led Israeli decisionmakers to believe that a truly unambiguous 

signal was required to draw attention to the urgency of the situation. Again, Dayan sheds light on 

the mindset of the war cabinet, writing, “We were no less disturbed by our isolation…Chancellor 

Willy Brandt, a socialist and an old friend of our Prime Minster, put obstacles in the way of 

using German ports…Great Britain informed us that she was holding up the dispatch of tank 

ammunition we had already bought…though I happened to remark that the United States was the 

only country that was ready to stand by us, my silent reflection was that the United States would 

really rather support the Arabs.”577 

 

It was in this context that the state of Israel likely placed its nuclear arsenal in a heightened state 

of readiness, triggering a series of events that culminated in the strategic airlift dubbed Operation 

Nickel Grass. Though specific details in this progression have been disputed, consensus among 

various scholars generally supports the sequence of events outlined in Time Magazine’s 

somewhat infamous 1976 exposé. Following the Egyptian army’s successful rebuffing of Israeli 

counterattacks along the Suez Canal, the Israeli commander on the northern front, Major General 

Yitzhak Hoffi, conveyed an urgent communiqué to his superior at 10PM on October 8, warning, 

“I am not sure that we can hold out much longer.”578 The news invoked Moshe Dayan’s famous 

utterance (“this is the end of the Third Temple”579) and led Prime Minister Meir to give 

permission “to activate Israel’s doomsday weapons. As each bomb was assembled, it was rushed 

off to waiting air force units.”580  

 
577 Ibid: 512-513. 
578 “How Israel Got the Bomb.” Time. Vol. 107. (12 April 1976): 39. 
579 The Pentagon’s Middle East Task Group was reportedly quite concerned about Dayan’s state of mind at this 
point in the conflict, with the CIA representative in the group reportedly declaring, “Dayan went out of his mind.” 
See: Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 

Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 144. 
580 Ibid.  
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Several scholars and practitioners support this interpretation of events. First, Robert Harkavy 

concludes that “US decision to resupply Israel after some ten days of war was impelled, at least 

to some degree, by fear that the latter’s nuclear option was about to be invoked.”581 Gior and 

Gideon similarly back this thesis, writing, “the Egyptian-Syrian offensive’s initial success was 

briefly seen in Israel as an existential threat, and a nuclear response was at least contemplated – 

mainly by Dayan – if not actually readied. Soviet accounts of preparations for a nuclear 

counterstrike from Egypt…claim they were undertaken not only after but because such Israeli 

plans were found out.”582 Likewise, Yair Evron notes, “reliable accounts circulating suggest that 

Moshe Dayan, who was deeply disturbed by the failure of the Israeli counteroffensive on the 

Egyptian front on October 8, did indeed raise in a rather tentative manner some ideas connected 

with Israel’s nuclear capability.”583 Writing on the motivations of the nuclear signal, Shlomo 

Aronson interprets the events as indicative of Israeli panic regarding the superior warfighting 

 
581 Harkavy, Robert. "The Imperative to Survive." In Beres, Louis Rene (ed.). Security or Armageddon: Israel's 

Nuclear Strategy. Lexington (1986): 110. Though the veracity of his account has been brought into question, facets 
of Seymour Hersh’s account of the nuclear alert appear to align with the extant literature: following the nuclear 
alert, Israeli ambassador Simcha Dinitz contacted Kissinger with a series of urgent phone calls (at 1:45AM and 
3:00AM, EST) inquiring about the resupply. As reflected in his memoirs, Kissinger appears to have perceived the 
gravity of the situation: “unless he wanted to prove to the cabinet that he could get me out of bed at will, something 
was wrong.” Kissinger met Dinitz and the Israeli military attaché Mordechai Gur at 8:20AM in the Map Room of 
the White House, where he was told that Israel “stood on the threshold of a bitter war of attrition that it could not 
possibly win given the disparity of manpower. It had to do something decisive.” Hersh expands this narrative with 
an account from Egyptian ambassador Hermann Eilts, who acknowledged that there had been a tacit nuclear threat 
from Israel. “Henry [Kissinger] threw in that there was concern that the Israelis might go nuclear. There had been 
intimations that if they didn’t get military equipment, and quickly, they might go nuclear.” Hersh cites Secretary of 
Defense Schlesinger in corroborating this account: “from where we sat, there was an assumption that Israel had a 
few nukes and that if there was a collapse, there was a possibility that Israel would use them.” See: Hersh, Seymour 
M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 2013: 228-230. 
582 The authors cite newly-declassified sources from Haim Bar-Lev’s diaries, recording a proposal for a “let me die 
with the Philistines” option suggested by Defense Minister Dayan on the morning of October 7. An in-depth 
examination of the crisis led (among others) by Avner Cohen corroborates the view that Israel took some steps 
toward readying its nuclear weapons at the height of the war. See: Ginor, Isabella, and Gideon Remez. The Soviet-

Israeli War, 1967-1973: The USSR's Military Intervention in the Egyptian-Israeli Conflict. Oxford University Press, 
2017: 347; Colby, Elbridge, et al. The Israeli Nuclear Alert of 1973: Deterrence and Signaling in Crisis. No. DRM-
2013-U-004480-FINAL. CENTER FOR NAVAL ANALYSES ALEXANDRIA VA STRATEGIC STUDIES 
RESEARCH DEPT, 2013: 2; Beres, Louis Ren. "Power and Survival: Why Israel Needs Nuclear Weapons." 
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF GROUP TENSIONS-NEW YORK- 26 (1996): 24. 
583 Evron, Yair. Israel's Nuclear Dilemma. Routledge, 2005: 72. 
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capability of the Arab armies.584 Moshe Dayan backs this assertion in his memoir, declaring, 

“The Egyptians and Syrians were not the Arab armies we had known in 1967. They were good 

troops using good equipment and fighting with determination.”585  

 

The use of a nuclear signal was also contemporaneously raised by several external observers, 

including British journalist Edgar O’Ballance: “if Arab ground forces were successful in any 

clash with the Israelis, would there come a point at which the Israelis would be tempted to repeat 

the exploit of Samson bringing down the Temple, rather than retreat to a Masada?”586 Boutros 

Boutros-Ghali offered a similar account in an article published in Al-Ahram al-Iqtisadi on 1 

March 1976: “It seems to us that Israel wanted to signal that she could produce…or that she had 

already produced…nuclear weapons, in order to threaten the US more than the Arabs…In a war 

situation, if Israel would face defeat, it would threaten to use nuclear weapons to make the 

American superpower intervene.”587 Benjamin Joseph cites three experts in arguing that Israel 

placed its nuclear forces on alert and “warned Washington that it would use nuclear weapons 

unless it received the American weapons it wanted.”588 Farr offers a similar account, claiming 

 
584 Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 

Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 139. 
585 Dayan, Moshe. Story of my Life. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976: 477. Elsewhere, Dayan points out that the war 
was “not only a hard war to fight but also a hard atmosphere to fight in,” succinctly summarizing his views on the 
conflict by stating, “The Yom Kippur War was different.” Ibid: 505. This was also observed by British journalist 
Edgar O’Ballance, who reported on the nature of the fighting: “The Israeli soldier no longer charged forward in the 
full expectation that Arabs would automatically flee before his approach, and suddenly it was brought home to him 
that defense was vital to his survival.” See: The Book of the International Symposium on the 1973 October War, 
Cairo 28-31 October 1975. Cairo: Ministry of War, 1976: 206. 
586 The Book of the International Symposium on the 1973 October War, Cairo 28-31 October 1975. Cairo: Ministry 
of War, 1976: 214. The reference to Masada refers to the eponymous complex of resisting an adversary until the 
very end.  
587 Boutros-Ghali. The Foreign Policy of Egypt. Al-Ahram al-Iqtisadi (Cairo: 1 March 1976). 
588 Joseph, Benjamin Manashe. Besieged bedfellows: Israel and the land of apartheid. Vol. 199. Praeger Pub Text, 
1988: 68. He notes that Amos Perlmutter (former member of the Israeli Atomic Energy Commission), Uri Bar-
Yosef (former Israeli Air Force Officer), and Michael Handel (military historian at Harvard’s Center for 
International Affairs) provide accounts that roughly correspond to this narrative.  
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that Israeli forces “assembled 13 twenty-kiloton atomic bombs.”589 Lastly, Uri bar-Joseph writes, 

“when it seemed that Syrian forces were about to invade behind the ‘green line,’ Dayan put the 

Israeli nuclear force on alert.”590 

 

Taken together, these accounts paint a relatively reliable picture of some form of nuclear 

escalation intended to accelerate American support of a beleaguered Israel. Though the move 

appears drastic, it should be considered relative to the fears of the Israeli leadership. As observed 

by Louis René Beres, the potential destruction of Israel would not amount to a simple military or 

geopolitical loss. Rather, such an event would represent the very destruction of the Jewish world, 

per the understanding that “Israel is presently the individual Jew in macrocosm.”591 A 

demonstration of nuclear resolve was intended (and perceived) as a signal to both superpowers: 

several ground-based missile silos “were opened and detected by both US and Soviet satellites, 

as well as Soviet ‘operatives’ in Israel.”592 On the Israeli side, this assertion is supported by 

Yuval Ne’eman, who served as a senior army intelligence officer: “Chief of Staff David Elazar 

ordered that the missile batteries not be camouflaged in order that Soviet satellites would pick up 

the intelligence and pass it along to Egypt.”593 The war diary of Sameh Seif el-Yazal, an 

 
589 He further adds that the story was intentionally leaked “as a great psychological warfare tool.” According to his 
account, Kissinger was notified of the Israeli nuclear alert on the morning of October 9, resulting in the aerial 
resupply of Israeli losses. The claim was corroborated in an interview with Meir adviser Arnan Azaryahu, who 
claimed that Dayan had proposed a nuclear demonstration. See: “Interview with Arnan (Sini) Azaryahu by Avner 
Cohen,” January 2008, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, From the personal collection of Avner 
Cohen. http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/117848; Farr, Warner D. The third temple's holy of holies: 

Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB AL, 1999: 12.  
590 Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden debate: The formation of nuclear doctrines in the Middle East." Journal of 

Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 216. 
591 Beres, Louis Rene. "After the Peace Process: Israel, Palestine, and Regional Nuclear War." Dick. J. Int'l L. 15 
(1996): 319f. 
592 Ginor, Isabella, and Gideon Remez. The Soviet-Israeli War, 1967-1973: The USSR's Military Intervention in the 

Egyptian-Israeli Conflict. Oxford University Press, 2017: 348. 
593 Cohen, Yoel. The Whistleblower of Dimona: Israel, Vanunu, and the Bomb. Holmes & Meier, 2002: 25. 
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Egyptian intelligence officer, provides evidence that such information was indeed passed on to 

the Egyptian army.594  

 

On the American side, William Quandt offers the most consistent evidence of the alert, writing, 

“we did know around this time, however, that Israel had placed its Jericho missiles on alert…it 

did not make sense to me that they would be equipped with conventional ordnance…the 

situation, by itself, created a kind of blackmail potential.”595 He later expounded on these claims, 

recalling, “US electronic intelligence picked up a sharp rise in preparedness and in deployment 

of the ‘nuclear units’ in Israel, and this was perceived as a ‘tacit message’ which meant, ‘if you 

do not help us with tanks and planes, Israel will be forced to move to a nuclear deterrence 

alignment that is open and implemented.”596  

 

Farr provides similar evidence that an Israeli nuclear escalation was detected by the Soviet 

Union, arguing, “the Soviets discovered Israeli nuclear preparations from Cosmos satellite 

photographs.”597“The impression that a nuclear option was under consideration, or even being 

readied, could have been transmitted to Kissinger…or intentionally conveyed by the Israelis to 

 
594 Heikal also supports the view that Soviet satellite intelligence was shared, recalling at least one occasion when 
Kosygin personally brought an expert on aerial photography to meet with Sadat. See: Raz, Adam. "The Significance 
of the Reputed Yom Kippur War Nuclear Affair." (2014): 109; Scherer, John L. "Soviet and American Behavior 
during the Yom Kippur War." World Affairs 141.1 (1978): 21. 
595 Quandt observes, “There has long been a sense among American policymakers that providing Israel with 
conventional weapons was justified, in part, by the concern that Israel would otherwise feel compelled to rely 
exclusively on a nuclear defense…I am convinced that it has had an impact on decisions.” See: Quandt, William B. 
"How Far Will Israel Go?" Washington Post Book World 20 (1991).  
596 Quoted in Ne’eman, Yuval. “The Operational Link between Israel and the United States in the Yom Kippur 
War.” Israel, and the Nuclear Issue: An Anthology of Articles Written by Professor Yuval Ne’eman, ed. Shmuel 
Sabag. Ariel University Center of Judea and Samaria (2007): 125. 
597 Farr, Warner D. The third temple's holy of holies: Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB 
AL, 1999: 13. Hersh expands this account, arguing that the Soviet Union then docked a ship carrying nuclear cargo 
in the port of Alexandria. But the veracity of this claim has been challenged by Former NSC staffer William Quandt, 
who noted, “there is no reliable evidence that nuclear weapons ever entered Egypt.” See: Quandt, William B. 
"Soviet Policy in the October Middle East War-II." International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 

1944) 53.4 (1977): 597f.  
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Moscow, or gathered by Soviet informants in Israel.”598 In total, seven Cosmos satellites were 

launched (roughly once every three days)599 in order to provide live intelligence on the 

situation.600 Furthermore, they were returned to earth six or seven days sooner than usual, 

potentially revealing the gravity of the situation and the need for real-time analysis of Israeli 

actions.601  

 

This evidence brings into relief the severity of the threat perceived by Israel, as well as the 

reactions of the signal’s various audiences. For the united Arab armies, the move served as a 

vociferous warning not to threaten the integrity of Israel’s pre-1967 borders. The deterrent 

proved successful: though Egypt and Syria launched a simultaneous two-front offensive, “they 

did not penetrate deeply into Israeli occupied territory…in the interval – at least twenty four 

hours – the Egyptian army could have advanced further, still within the range of their SAMs, 

toward the Israeli sectoral headquarters, the ammunition and supply depots, and the strategic 

 
598 Ginor, Isabella, and Gideon Remez. The Soviet-Israeli War, 1967-1973: The USSR's Military Intervention in the 

Egyptian-Israeli Conflict. Oxford University Press, 2017: 348. The authors allude to three other incidents that 
support the nuclear signaling theory. First, they refer to the recollections of Leonid Tikochinsky, a Jewish officer 
aboard a nearby Soviet nuclear submarine, who recalled instructions by a Soviet fleet admiral that “when you 
receive the order you are to fire missiles at Israel.” Tikochinsky noted that “the order would be given only if Israel 
dared employ its nuclear weapons at Arab states. The Soviet submarines were to deter Israel from firing its nuclear 
missiles.” Another mention is made to a sortie of four MiG-25 aircraft flown in reconnaissance missions by seven 
Soviet pilots who were “stripped not only of documents and insignia, but of any item identifiable as Soviet, from 
wrist watches to matches.” A final example cites the work of aviation writer Viktor Markovsky in claiming that 
GRU units considered parachuting into the Negev desert in order to “set up radio beacons to guide aircraft for an 
attack on the Israeli nuclear complex at Dimona with Burrowing missiles.” Though the accounts all raise questions 
related to their overall veracity (the submarine anecdote was alternatively attributed to Captain Nikolai Shahkov 
during the Six Day War), they tend to support the notion that a potential nuclear threat by a beleaguered Israeli 
government was seen as a severe threat and a potential escalation risk with ramifications for a potentially global 
nuclear exchange. 
599 Raz, Adam. "The Significance of the Reputed Yom Kippur War Nuclear Affair." (2014): 106. 
600 Cosmos 596, a standby reconnaissance satellite, was launched on October 3 and brought down for analysis on 
October 9. Garthoff lists the other launches that served this purpose: “Cosmos 597 was launched on October 6 
(returned October 12); 598, launched on October 10 (returned October 16); 599, launched October 15 (returned 
October 28); 600, launched October 16 (returned October 23); 602, launched October 20 (returned October 29); and 
603, launched October 27 (returned November 9).” See: Garthoff, Raymond L. "Detente and confrontation." 
American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan, Washington, DC (1985): 411f. 
601 Golan, Galia. "The Soviet Union and the Yom Kippur War." Israel Affairs 6.1 (1999): 132. 
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passes leading toward the depths of the Sinai…But they did almost none of this.”602 As long as 

the Egyptian army’s incursion was limited to the post-67 territories, it was felt that it would not 

pose an existential threat to Israel, thereby preventing it from using its nuclear weapons.603  

 

A similar logic applied to the Syrian army: though Hafez al-Assad appeared willing to join Egypt 

in a conventional offensive to regain some of the territories lost in 1967, he did so as long as the 

incursion “would not trigger, or justify, an Israeli nuclear response.”604 Writing for the 

International Symposium on the 1973 October War, historian Trevor Dupuy observed, “The 

major question about Syrian performance, as I have already suggested, is the failure to press 

forward aggressively on the southern Golan Heights on October 7. It was a costly and disastrous 

failure, but the reasons are still obscure.”605 The nuclear signal left a lasting impact, as Israel’s 

neighbors “have, since 1973, refrained from invasion because they fear that the alternative to 

peace…could be nuclear destruction.”606 

 

On the Soviet side, fears of an unintended nuclear escalation served as a deterrent even before 

the war began. Speaking in Stockholm on 5 April 1973, Prime Minister Kosygin emphasized the 

Soviet preference for a peaceful settlement of building tensions, stressing “the need for the Arabs 
 

602 Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 

Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 141. 
603 Paul, Thazha V. "Nuclear taboo and war initiation in regional conflicts." Journal of Conflict Resolution 39.4 
(1995): 707.  
604 Van Crevold even speculates that “there may have been a veiled Israeli hint concerning nuclear weapons dropped 
in Damascus.” See: Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, 

Theory, and Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 143; Van Creveld, Martin. Nuclear 

proliferation and the future of conflict. Free Press, 1993: 102. 
605 The same point was raised by Charles Wakebridge: “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 [Jordan] 
River. [Syrian Chief of Staff Mustafa] Tlass…admitted such an order…hesitated and said that ‘the time has not yet 
come to discuss the reasons for it.’” See: The Book of the International Symposium on the 1973 October War, Cairo 
28-31 October 1975. Cairo: Ministry of War, 1976: 61. Emphasis in original; Wakebridge, Charles. "The Syrian 
Side of the Hill." Military Review 56.2 (1976): 20-30. 
606 Pry, Peter. Israel's nuclear arsenal. Routledge, 2019: 33. 
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(including Egypt) to regain the Israeli-occupied territories by ‘peaceful means.’”607 Likewise, on 

August 15 Brezhnev “warned against ‘pseudo-patriotic extremist slogans’ and those who would 

‘steer them [leading Arab countries] into adventurist courses.’”608 Seeking to prevent open 

hostilities between their client states and an encircled and pugnacious nuclear power, Soviet 

leaders attempted to persuade both Sadat and Assad not to attack Israel.609  

 

Their preferences were laid plain through the continued withholding of “almost all of the 

offensive equipment sought by Egypt and Syria” leading up to the war.610 This is corroborated 

by the leaders themselves: “Sadat disclosed that on four occasions before October 1973 

Brezhnev warned him not to attack Israel and to seek a peaceful resolution of the problem.”611 

Unfortunately, such actions ultimately provided little value, as Moscow had already made a 

significant investment in strengthening Arab forces in the previous years.612 This greatly 

diminished the Soviet Union’s capacity to shape Egyptian and Syrian behavior.  

 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that Soviet leaders were apprehensive of the ways in 

which a conflict involving a nuclear-capable target might unintentionally escalate.613 On his part, 
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609 Soviet concerns were likely fueled by calculations that Israeli F-4 phantom aircraft could feasibly reach the 
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(1983): 550. 
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611 Following the war, Brezhnev reportedly berated an Egyptian official, saying that the Arab armies were 
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Brezhnev sought to pressure the United States into compelling Israeli restraint, arguing with an 

emotional intensity that (according to Nixon) “almost rivaled the sharp confrontations over 

Vietnam in 1972.”614 When Sadat informed the Soviet ambassador Vladimir Vinogradov that 

military operations would start imminently, the ambassador sought an immediate audience with 

him to convey “an urgent message from the Soviet leadership.”615  

 

Rather than reaffirming support for a friendly client state, Vinogradov’s message stated that “the 

decision when to fight must be for Sadat alone to make,” circumspectly adding that “the Soviet 

Union would give him the support of a friend.”616 The response left Sadat dumbfounded. 

Furthermore, the ambassador’s message contained an added curious wrinkle: “Soviet leaders 

requested permission for Soviet transport aircraft to land and evacuate the dependents of Soviet 

civilian experts in Egypt.”617 The hasty evacuation of Soviet personnel served as a de facto 

warning signal to the Israeli forces, who noted the alacrity with which the advisers were 

evacuated.618  

 

 
two days earlier on October 10, accounting for seven divisions and 50,000 men. See: Betts, Richard K. Nuclear 
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618 Golan, Galia. "The Soviet Union and the Yom Kippur War." Israel Affairs 6.1 (1999): 129. 
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Most importantly, the nuclear alert had a direct impact on American behavior. Though Israeli 

actions fell short of what may be dubbed nuclear “blackmail,” they proved successful in 

compelling the US to provide significant material support at a critical moment in the war. This is 

not to say that Israel did not intentionally “alert, check, or modify the status of its nuclear forces 

in some way. On the contrary, it is plausible, and in our assessment likely that the Israelis 

modified the status of their nuclear delivery systems.”619 As Quandt points out, “none of this had 

to be spelled out in so many words by the Israelis” for it to yield the desired outcome.620 Nor was 

the outcome a fait accompli. The US faced heavy material and reputational costs for becoming 

involved in the conflict, with the resupply even threatening “American relations with Western 

Europe and non-Arab Muslim states.”621 Israel did not expect the US to entangle itself in a 

distant conflict, a position that was made clear as early as 1970.622 

 

US-Israeli interactions just prior to the nuclear alert point to the former’s reluctance to become 

overtly entangled in the conflict. Following a series of late-night phone calls from Israeli 

ambassador, Kissinger and Scowcroft met with Dinitz and his military attaché General 

Mordechai Gur on the morning of 9 October 1973 (8:20–8:40 AM). In the meeting, he appeared 

 
619 Colby, Elbridge, et al. The Israeli Nuclear Alert of 1973: Deterrence and Signaling in Crisis. No. DRM-2013-U-
004480-FINAL. CENTER FOR NAVAL ANALYSES ALEXANDRIA VA STRATEGIC STUDIES RESEARCH 
DEPT, 2013: 34. 
620 Helena Cobban agrees, writing that Israel would not have needed an explicit threat given that “the proper 
psychological outlook had already been successfully cultivated in US decisionmakers since at least 1968.” See: 
Quandt, William B. "How Far Will Israel Go?" Washington Post Book World 20 (1991); Cobban, Helena. "Israel's 
Nuclear Game: The US Stake." World Policy Journal 5.3 (1988): 425. 
621 Quandt expanded on this concern in an October 9 memo to Kissinger, warning that acceding too quickly or 
visibly to Israeli arms requests could “ensure attacks on US citizens.” See: Office of the Historian. Foreign 

Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXV, Arab-Israeli Crisis and War, 1973, eds. Nina Howland, 
Craig Daigle, and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2011): Document 139; Harkavy, 
Robert E. "Arms resupply during conflict: A framework for analysis." The economics of military expenditures. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London, 1987. 251. 
622 Indeed, in the summer of 1970 Moshe Dayan had threatened the American Deputy chief of mission in Tel Aviv 
after it was discovered that two U-2 missions had flown into Israeli territory past Dimona. Dayan threatened to shoot 
down trespassing planes in the future. See: Feer, Fredric S. "Intelligence storytelling: Moshe Dayan and the 1970 
cease‐fire." International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence 11.4 (1998): 437.  
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reluctant to agree to a large-scale transfer of equipment, stating, “You can’t get tanks from 

here…not in the middle of a war…You have to realize that to take planes from combat units [to 

resupply Israel] will be in every newspaper in the world.”623 However, the Secretary of State 

fully reversed his position in a meeting with Dinitz that same afternoon (6:10–6:35 PM), 

corresponding to the timing of the nuclear alert recalled by most sources. That afternoon, 

Kissinger assured his counterpart, “The President has approved the entire list of consumables, 

that is, ordnance, electronic equipment…all your aircraft and tank losses will be replaced. Of the 

tanks you will be getting, a substantial number will be M-60s, our newest. As for the planes, for 

immediate delivery; you will be getting 5 F-4s, 2 plus 3.”624 Even more striking, Kissinger 

vowed that Israel would receive the equipment “even if we have to do it with American 

planes.”625 

 

Kissinger’s change of heart appears to have been inspired by a desire to prevent a desperate 

Israel from engaging in a nuclear escalation that could entrap the United States. The drastic 

volte-face was paired with the equally dramatic method in which the delivery of equipment was 

authorized. Against the judgement of the Pentagon, the airlift began in broad daylight, 

exasperating Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Moorer: “First I was told not to land anybody 

in Israel except at night; then we were told to take the material as far as Lajes and then the 

commercial air would pick it up and then we were finally told that all restraints were off and to 

 
623 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXV, Arab-Israeli Crisis 
and War, 1973, eds. Nina Howland, Craig Daigle, and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
2011): Document 134. 
624 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXV, Arab-Israeli Crisis 
and War, 1973, eds. Nina Howland, Craig Daigle, and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
2011): Document 141. 
625 Ibid. 
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start a stream of supplies to Israel.”626 Defense officials continued to express confusion and 

alarm at the proceedings, as evidenced in a conversation between Moorer and Secretary of 

Defense Schlesinger on October 10 (10:02 AM). Schlesinger complained, “You are just 

watching the collapse of US foreign policy, Tom,” to which Moorer replied, “It’s just disastrous 

and we are getting painted right into a corner.”627 

 

Clearly, all possible steps were taken to substitute the nuclear threat with conventional arms. The 

sheer scope of the resupply effort (dubbed Operation Nickel Grass) paid testament to this 

assertion: “The setting up of an airlift to transport more than 22 thousand tons of weapons and 

equipment from America to Israel is an emergency measure. Likewise, to undertake 1,432 air 

trips in C-5 and C-141 aircraft for urgent transport is an extremely costly operation, the aim of 

which can by no means be exclusively either for propaganda or moral support.”628 Furthermore, 

the transfer of certain equipment like fighter aircraft led to the depletion of American stocks in 

Europe, creating a dangerous security vulnerability.629 The material cost of resupplying Israel 

was further compounded by the impact of the Arab oil boycott that came about as a result of the 

 
626 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXV, Arab-Israeli Crisis 
and War, 1973, eds. Nina Howland, Craig Daigle, and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
2011): Document 185. 
627 In a diary entry from the same day, Moorer wrote, “we wondered if HAK [Kissinger] is really focusing on the 
fact that we are about to lose our ass in the Mideast.” His vocal objections support the view that the Secretary of 
State’s actions must have been driven by a truly drastic impetus, such as a nuclear escalation by Israel. See: Office 
of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXV, Arab-Israeli Crisis and War, 
1973, eds. Nina Howland, Craig Daigle, and Edward C. Keefer (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2011): 
Document 144, 145.  
628 The Book of the International Symposium on the 1973 October War, Cairo 28-31 October 1975. Cairo: Ministry 
of War, 1976: 69f. 
629 Scherer, John L. "Soviet and American Behavior during the Yom Kippur War." World Affairs 141.1 (1978): 6. 
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operation.630 One day after Nixon’s authorization of Nickel Grass, Saudi Arabia announced a 

boycott that led to a 400% increase in the price of oil.631  

 

In addition to the strategic implications of the airlift (through the ensuing oil crisis632 and 

beyond), one should also consider the simple cost of the airlift itself to develop a sense of the 

stakes of the situation at the time of decision. National Security Adviser William Quandt 

provides an estimated total of some $2.2 billion, noting that the figure was almost certainly an 

underestimate and reflected the time pressures influencing the decision: “The Israelis made it 

clear from the onset that they really did not have the resources to pay for this. The US embassy 

made it clear to Washington that the cost would have a very adverse effect on the Israeli 

economy. They urged Washington very strongly to make the first billion dollars…a straight 

grant and worry about what was coming later. It was a fight for survival.”633 Taken together, it 

appears that “Israeli nuclear weapons likely did play an important though implicit (and thus often 

underemphasized) role in limiting Arab objectives and strengthening American interests in 

preventing wholescale Israeli defeat and averting escalation.”634 

 

The arms transfer had a drastic impact on the war’s outcome, with the IDF inflicting casualties of 

over 13,000 soldiers, 2500 tanks, and over 500 planes on Egypt and Syria.635 Despite initial 

 
630 Kumaraswamy, Prasanna R. Revisiting the Yom Kippur War. Routledge, 2013: 2. 
631 The threat of further oil cuts also impacted the reliability of America’s European allies, which (in the words of 
diplomat Robert J. McCloskey) “went boneless” and refused to involve themselves in the affair. Scherer, John L. 
"Soviet and American Behavior during the Yom Kippur War." World Affairs 141.1 (1978): 9. 
632 Jaishankar, S. "The Israeli Nuclear Option." India Quarterly 34.1 (1978): 48. 
633 Quandt, William B. Decade of decisions: American policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict, 1967-1976. Univ of 
California Press, 1977: 188. 
634 Colby, Elbridge, et al. The Israeli Nuclear Alert of 1973: Deterrence and Signaling in Crisis. No. DRM-2013-U-
004480-FINAL. CENTER FOR NAVAL ANALYSES ALEXANDRIA VA STRATEGIC STUDIES RESEARCH 
DEPT, 2013: 39. Emphasis in original. 
635 See: Dupuy, Trevor Nevitt. Elusive victory: the Arab-Israeli wars, 1947-1974. HarperCollins Publishers, 1978. 
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setbacks, Israel ultimately managed to penetrate into both Egyptian and Syrian territory, nearly 

encircling and destroying the Egyptian Third Army. Despite the outcome of the conflict, the 

nuclear alert should not be seen as anything other than an unqualified act of desperation. As 

noted by historian Trevor Dupuy, “the war was a severe psychological shock to the people of 

Israel…The use of the oil and money weapons to turn formerly friendly and neutral nations 

against Israel was particularly dismaying.”636 80% of Israelis polled  in a November 1973 survey 

felt the goal of the war had been “the destruction of Israel.”637 “Israel lost one-tenth of 1 percent 

of her population.”638  

 

The death toll (2688) was the highest since the Arab-Israeli conflict of 1948,639 nearly three and 

a half times that of the Six Day War and equivalent to a loss of 240,000 soldiers by the United 

States.640 Israel faced severe diplomatic challenges following the Yom Kippur War, appearing 

both “politically isolated and more dependent than ever on the United States.”641 The oil crisis 

exacerbated the situation, leaving the state’s largest patron at the mercy of OPEC states’ 

demands. These pressures further accentuated the importance of the nuclear option in ensuring 

Israel’s survival, giving the deterrent “greater support than [even] before the war.”642 

 

 
636 The Book of the International Symposium on the 1973 October War, Cairo 28-31 October 1975. Cairo: Ministry 
of War, 1976: 71. 
637 Gaffney, Mark. Dimona, the third temple? The story behind the Vanunu revelation. Amana Publications, 1989: 
85. 
638 Dayan, Moshe. Story of my Life. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976: 620. 
639 Other sources place the death toll at 2656, with 7251 wounded and 214 captured. See: Bar-Joseph, Uri. "The 
1973 Yom Kippur War." Jewish Virtual Library. Retrieved from https://www. jewishvirtuallibrary. 

org/jsource/isdf/text/barjoseph. pdf (2009); Kumaraswamy, Prasanna R. Revisiting the Yom Kippur War. Routledge, 
2013: 2. 
640 Karpin, Michael. The bomb in the basement: How Israel went nuclear and what that means for the world. Simon 
and Schuster, 2006: 378. 
641 Inbar, Efraim. "Israel and nuclear weapons since October 1973." In Beres, Louis Rene (ed.). Security or 

Armageddon: Israel’s Nuclear Strategy. Lexington (1986): 61. 
642 Ibid. 
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Pronuclear advocates such as Moshe Dayan argued that “Israel had to prepare itself to live in an 

era of a balance of terror,”643 warning that the lessons of 1973 provided an illustration of the 

unacceptably high cost of conventional wars.644 Israel would be unable to keep up in another 

arms race, even with the aid of American arms transfers. The state had “more or less reached its 

quantitative limits. In the long run, it will be difficult for Israel to increase the size of its army; to 

add a large number of airplanes and tanks…to simultaneously continue a normal way of life.”645  

 

Peres echoed Dayan, warning that Israel would likely not survive “another Yom Kippur-like 

massacre,”646 at least not without transforming itself into a permanent garrison state. Though 

Israel had survived this campaign, its leaders feared that it would not be able to surmount a 

similar challenge should the united Arab armies attempt another campaign.647 Such fears united 

both Israeli hawks and doves. The nuclear option “provided ‘doves’ with an easy solution to 

Israel’s territorial dilemma,” while Israeli hawks “advocated a nuclear force precisely because 

 
643 Nor was the Yom Kippur War the only instance in which Israel was suspected of issuing a nuclear threat. Joseph 
Alsop of the Washington Post reported that Israel issued a similar nuclear threat against Egypt and Syria to offset 
the Syrian military buildup on the Golan in 1974. Citing Prime Minister Rabin, Alsop wrote that a “city-for-city 
policy would be promptly adopted” should Syria persist in its activities. See: Alsop, Joseph. “An Israeli Threat.” The 

Washington Post. (7 October 1974): 23; Inbar, Efraim. "Israel and nuclear weapons since October 1973." In Beres, 
Louis Rene (ed.). Security or Armageddon: Israel’s Nuclear Strategy. Lexington (1986): 63. 
644 Robert Harkavy further notes that economic considerations lent credence to the dovish view of nuclear security, 
arguing that the “awful disarray of the Israel economy, seemingly kept afloat only by increasing but precarious US 
aid, seemed to add credence to arguments that Israel’s overwhelming conventional defense requirements were 
destroying its economy.” See: Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden debate: The formation of nuclear doctrines in the 
Middle East." Journal of Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 216-217; Harkavy, Robert. "The Imperative to Survive." In 
Beres, Louis Rene (ed.). Security or Armageddon: Israel's Nuclear Strategy. Lexington (1986): 109; Freedman, 
Lawrence. "Israel's nuclear policy." Survival 17.3 (1975): 117. 
645 Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden debate: The formation of nuclear doctrines in the Middle East." Journal of 

Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 217. 
646 Barnaby, Frank. The invisible bomb: the nuclear arms race in the Middle East. Tauris Academic Studies, 1989: 
28. 
647 Thanks to OPEC oil revenues, Arab states could afford to engage in multiple rounds of conventional warfare with 
Israel. Israel, on the other hand, found itself increasingly isolated and economically strained. See: Rosen, Steven J. 
"A stable system of mutual nuclear deterrence in the Arab-Israeli conflict." American Political Science Review 71.4 
(1977): 1371. 
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they could not see any Arab-Israeli accommodation in the near future.”648 Both camps thus 

supported nuclear ambiguity, be it as a substitute for a territorial buffer zone or as a means of 

safeguarding Israel’s conventional military gains.649  

 

Even some voices in the Arab world viewed the turn towards nuclear arms as an inevitability. 

Writing in 1975, retired Jordanian lieutenant general Youssef Kauche referenced Israel’s 

secretive dealings at Dimona and expressed the belief that Israel would now concentrate “on the 

production of atomic arms and threaten the Arabs with them in order to overcome their shortage 

in manpower…They will even not let America in this secret in order to ensure the horror of 

surprise of using this weapon against the Arabs in case of need.”650 Likewise, historian Fuad 

Jabber argued, “where conventional power has failed, weapons of mass destruction would be 

expected to succeed in convincing Arab populations first and their governments second of the 

futility of continuing their confrontation with Israel.”651 Thus, the Yom Kippur War provided a 

conclusive and unambiguous test of the ways in which Israel’s nuclear weapons safeguarded its 

existence. The nuclear option proved itself in a trial by fire, providing a deterrent against 

regional adversaries and securing the backing of a superpower in a moment of existential peril.  

 
648 Even with a formal peace agreement, hawks argued that a combination of territorial expansion and nuclear 
deterrence was required for offsetting the existential threats posed to the state, as a “reduced Israel” would still be 
vulnerable to both conventional and non-conventional attacks. On the other side, Israeli doves viewed nuclear 
weapons as a substitute for occupied territories. See: Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden debate: The formation of nuclear 
doctrines in the Middle East." Journal of Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 211; Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy 

of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. 
SUNY Press, 2012: 205.  
649 Cobban, Helena. "Israel's Nuclear Game: The US Stake." World Policy Journal 5.3 (1988): 417. 
650 The Book of the International Symposium on the 1973 October War, Cairo 28-31 October 1975. Cairo: Ministry 
of War, 1976: 192. 
651 Fuad Jabber, in Rosen, Steven J. "A stable system of mutual nuclear deterrence in the Arab-Israeli conflict." 
American Political Science Review 71.4 (1977): 1372. 
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Conclusion 

From its inception under Prime Minister Ben-Gurion to the present, Israel’s nuclear deterrent has 

provided the state a secure and reliable means of ensuring its survival. By the end of the Yom 

Kippur War, Israel’s nuclear weapons had succeeded in defusing the annihilatory ambitions of 

its regional adversaries, delivering a steady supply of material support from the United States, 

and bolstering the rule of pronuclear candidates at home. As outlined in the sections above, the 

evolution of this policy was at times unpredictable, with much of its success being derived from 

clever foreign policy decision-making and an astute understanding of the strategic advantages of 

acquiring nuclear status.  

 

At its core, the Israeli posture was driven by a dichotomy in American foreign policy: while the 

US generally sought to limit proliferation, it was initially reluctant to provide Israel the level of 

material and diplomatic support it needed to abandon its indigenous nuclear deterrent. 

Successive administrations hedged or passed the buck when addressing the nuclear issue, either 

tacitly supporting such research, mismatching the incentives and impediments needed to curb its 

development, or else accepting it as a fait accompli as long as its existence was not overtly 

advertised.  

 

Self-help thus became a rationally viable strategy for deterring a belligerent regional adversary. 

As an unintended externality, it also yielded what Israeli policymakers had sought in the first 

place: a robust security commitment from a major power. Taken together, these factors made the 

nuclear option a valuable asset for both domestic and international survival. Ironically, by 

denying Israel the support it needed to address its pressing security concerns, US policy 
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motivated the development of the very deterrent that would then be leveraged for both tangible 

and political support. Fears of an uncontrollable nuclear escalation incentivized American 

policymakers to take these steps even when doing so would be economically and reputationally 

costly. 

 

From the perspective of regional peace, Israel’s nuclear option played a role in bringing 

President Sadat to Camp David. Though he did not live to see it, the summit consummated Ben-

Gurion’s ambitions for the nuclear project: speaking to the Mapai foreign policy committee 

shortly after construction at Dimona had begun, he predicted, “if the Arabs would know that 

Israel cannot be destroyed, then, perhaps, there would be some people among them who would 

begin thinking that this conflict should be over, that maybe the time has come to make peace 

with Israel.”652 According to Deputy Prime Minister Yigael Yadin and Shimon Peres, Sadat 

informed them that “Dimona was a factor in his decision to visit Jerusalem in 1977,” suggesting 

that the nuclear program played a role in the Camp David Accords.653 Yael Cohen confirms this 

claim, noting, “during Anwar Sadat’s historic visit to Jerusalem in 1977, Egyptian Prime 

Minister Mustapha Khalil told Israeli Defense Minister Ezer Weizman, ‘what have you got to be 

afraid of? You’ve got nuclear weapons.’”654 

 

 
652 Text of conversation, Mapai foreign affairs committee, 4 March 1958. In: Bar-Zohar, Michael. Ben-Gurion. Vol. 
3. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1978: 1362. 
653 There is broad consensus on this assessment. See: Levite, Ariel, and Emily Landau. "Israel's Nuclear Image: 
Arab Perceptions of Israel's Nuclear Posture." Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies and Papyrus. Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv 

University Press (1994): 66-67; Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden debate: The formation of nuclear doctrines in the 
Middle East." Journal of Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 207; Harkavy, Robert E. "Pariah states and nuclear 
proliferation." International Organization 35.1 (1981): 159. 
654 Cohen, Yoel. The Whistleblower of Dimona: Israel, Vanunu, and the Bomb. Holmes & Meier, 2002: 303; Karsh, 
Efraim, and Martin Navias. "Israeli nuclear weapons and Middle East peace." Israel Affairs 2.1 (1995): 86. 
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The nuclear option also helped secure the support of American leaders from both political 

parties. From the Johnson administration onwards, unspoken knowledge of Israel’s nuclear 

capacity was coupled with a reluctance to take any further action against it. Having technically 

acquired a nuclear warhead just before the NPT entered into force, Israel was not pressured into 

joining the Non-Proliferation Treaty. Past nuclear indiscretions were also forgiven, as illustrated 

by the theft of nuclear fuel in what was dubbed the “NUMEC affair.” In 1976, CIA director Carl 

Duckett confirmed the agency’s belief that between 1966 and 1968 Israel had illegally obtained 

highly enriched uranium from the Nuclear Materials and Equipment Corporation (NUMEC) in 

Pennsylvania.655 Despite major suspicions against the plant’s president, no major action was 

taken by the Ford administration to investigate the matter.656  

 

Even Jimmy Carter, who “placed non-proliferation at the top of his national security agenda”657 

remained silent on the Israeli nuclear issue, carrying forth the Nixon-Meir compromise reached 

almost a decade beforehand.658 According to Deputy Undersecretary of State Joseph S. Nye, Jr., 

the Israeli nuclear program was a low priority issue for the Carter administration: “There wasn’t 

much that could be done. The Israelis had already done it. it was not something you could make 

 
655 In September 1968, the NUMEC facility was visited by four Israeli intelligence operatives. 337 kilograms of 
uranium remained unaccounted for in the period between 1957 and 1978. Though the Israeli program was 
predominantly focused on the production of plutonium weapons, Long and Shifrinson speculate that the theft of 
highly enriched uranium occurred “as a hedge against the failure of its indigenous efforts.” See: Long, Austin G., 
and Joshua R. Shifrinson. "How long until midnight? Intelligence-policy relations and the United States response to 
the Israeli nuclear program, 1959–1985." Journal of Strategic Studies 42.1 (2019): 74; Gilinsky, Victor, and Roger 
J. Mattson. "Revisiting the NUMEC affair." Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 66.2 (2010): 61.  
656 Ibid: 66. 
657 Cameron, James, and Or Rabinowitz. "Eight Lost Years? Nixon, Ford, Kissinger and the Non-Proliferation 
Regime, 1969–1977." Journal of Strategic Studies 40.6 (2017): 840. 
658 Ambassador to the United States Simcha Dinitz reportedly “appealed to Kissinger to inform the new President 
about the Meir-Nixon understanding. The former Secretary of State went to the White House, and the understanding 
was saved.” See: Geronik, Arie. "Turning a Blind Eye: The United States and the Israeli Nuclear Program." Asian 

Journal of Peacebuilding (2018): 289; Cohen, Yoel. The Whistleblower of Dimona: Israel, Vanunu, and the Bomb. 
Holmes & Meier, 2002: 22. 
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a demarche about.”659 In 1979, the US Senate rejected an amendment “that would have 

conditioned the special aid package that Israel received after the conclusion of the peace treaty 

with Egypt on Israel’s signing the NPT.”660 The amendment was overruled by a margin of 76-6. 

 

Likewise, the Carter administration sought to limit public blowback related to the Vela incident, 

which was largely suspected to have been a joint Israeli-South African nuclear test. Writing of 

the incident in his diary on 22 September 1979, Carter opined, “There was an indication of a 

nuclear explosion in the region of South Africa – either South Africa, Israel using a ship at sea, 

or nothing.”661 The issue was never raised publicly, since the Glenn Amendment to the Arms 

Export Control Act would have likely obliged the United States to cease all military assistance to 

any state that detonated a nuclear explosive. The incident concluded on an ambiguous note, with 

the scientific panel designed to investigate its origins concluding, “It is our collective judgement 

that the September 22 signal was probably not from a nuclear explosion.”662  

 

Though settled publicly, Carter appeared to have been aware of the spuriousness of the official 

report, as evidenced by a 27 February 1980 entry in his diary: “We have a growing belief among 

our scientists that the Israelis did indeed conduct a nuclear test explosion in the ocean near the 

southern end of Africa.”663 Following the 1980 presidential election, the verdict was upheld by 

 
659 Zaki Shalom extends this point, arguing, “the historical record shows that the White House retreats when it 
realizes that another state is stubbornly determined to attain a nuclear option. For example, after protesting and 
threatening France and the People’s Republic of China, the United States ultimately reconciled itself to their nuclear 
capabilities.” The same applied to Israel. See: Shalom, Zaki. Israel's Nuclear Option: Behind the Scenes Diplomacy 

Between Dimona and Washington. Sussex Academic Press, 2005: 174; Hersh, Seymour M. The Samson option: 

Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 2013: 283.  
660 Bahgat, Gawdat. Proliferation of nuclear weapons in the Middle East. University Press of Florida, 2008: 106. 
661 Nahmias, Omri. “Carter Administration Knew of Israeli Nuclear Test, Turned a Blind Eye.” The Jerusalem Post, 
22 September 2019.  
662 Ibid.  
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the Reagan administration.664 Furthermore, Reagan offset any future risks posed by the Glenn 

Amendment by providing a 30-day grace period following a nuclear test during which the United 

States would be able to continue providing military assistance and equipment. In the event of 

war, this would “thus allow Israel to regain the military initiative whose loss, presumably, would 

have led to its resort to nuclear weapons in the first place.”665  

 

The nuclear option also proved to be valuable as a tool for domestic political survival, as shown 

in the contentious election that solidified the results of the state’s first leadership succession. 

Regardless of affiliation, all major political blocs in the Israeli Knesset “shared approximately 

similar positions on the nuclear issue.”666 In a March 1976 poll, 62% of Israelis believed that 

their state had already built nuclear weapons, with 77% stating that it should if it had not already 

done so.667 In a survey conducted in 1987, 80% of respondents supported the policy of nuclear 

ambiguity, with the figure remaining relatively high at 61% in 2002.668  

 

This trend was similarly reflected in a Jaffee Center survey conducted in 2002, which found that 

66% of Israelis supported a policy of nuclear ambiguity, compared to 72% in 1999, 66% in 1998, 

71% in 1993, and 78% in 1987.669 In a 2002 survey, readers of the Yediot Aharonot (the largest 

newspaper by circulation) ranked the state’s fifty most successful achievements, placing the 

 
664 Rabinowitz, Or, and Nicholas L. Miller. "Keeping the bombs in the basement: US non-proliferation policy 
toward Israel, South Africa, and Pakistan." International Security 40.1 (2015): 66. 
665 Cobban, Helena. "Israel's Nuclear Game: The US Stake." World Policy Journal 5.3 (1988): 430. 
666 Evron, Yair. Israel's Nuclear Dilemma. Routledge, 2005: 10. 
667 “Most Israelis want N-Weapons.” Reuters Report in Egyptian Gazette. 27 March 1976. 
668 Arian, Alan. Israeli public opinion on national security. Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies, Tel Aviv University, 
1999: 34. 
669 “Surveys by the Jaffee Center of Strategic Studies, Tel Aviv University” in Cohen, Yoel. The Whistleblower of 
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construction of the Dimona plant in first place by a significant margin.670 The preservation of the 

state’s nuclear monopoly also proved to be a popular political issue at home, as shown by 

Menachem Begin’s attack against the Iraqi Osirak reactor. Taking place only a few days before 

the 1981 election and with Likud lagging at the polls, the operation managed to “punch a hole in 

the concrete reactor dome before the reactor began operation.”671 “Several months later, Begin 

became Prime Minister for the second time, thanks, among other things, to the successful 

attack.”672 

 

Having assessed the nuclear program’s contributions to regime durability and political survival, 

this section will conclude with an examination of the generalizability of this framework and 

potential counterarguments against it. With respect to the latter, Zeev Maoz argues that “the 

Israeli nuclear project was not only superfluous but  also dangerous in terms of its potentially 

destabilizing effect on regional politics.”673 Citing three occasions on which Israel replied to 

existential hazards with a nuclear threat (June 1967, October 1973, and January 1991), he argues 

that the nuclear option failed to deter Israel’s adversaries in all three incidents. However, this 

conclusion does not address whether the threat of nuclear escalation limited the range of hostile 

action that threatened Israel’s survival.674 Maoz himself concedes that the hasty assembly of two 

warheads during the Six Day War served to  “provide Israel with a credible deterrence capability 

 
670 Maoz, Zeev. "The mixed blessing of Israel's nuclear policy." International Security 28.2 (2003): 75f. 
671 Farr, Warner D. The third temple's holy of holies: Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB 
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672 Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 
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673 Maoz, Zeev. "The mixed blessing of Israel's nuclear policy." International Security 28.2 (2003):52.  
674 Helena Cobban goes even further, echoing Yair Evron in arguing, “if the intention of an Israeli nuclear deterrent 
was to deter the Arabs from producing their own nuclear capability, then the plan backfired.” In reality, Arab leaders 
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nuclear programs. See: Cobban, Helena. "Israel's Nuclear Game: The US Stake." World Policy Journal 5.3 (1988): 
417.  



 223 

at the peak of the crisis.”675 Avner Cohen supports this interpretation, writing,  “If all else failed 

and Israel’s national existence would be in peril, the state would still have its doomsday 

capability.”676 As shown above, these threats warded off a pre-emptive strike against Israel’s 

nuclear facilities, providing the state with a first mover advantage that impacted the outcome of 

the war.677   

 

Likewise, though nuclear acquisition did not prevent the pan-Arab coalition from launching a 

surprise attack in 1973, it did severely limit their objectives. Indeed, Sadat added that he never 

intended to penetrate deeper into the Sinai “because he knew what Israel had,” even sending a 

message to Washington to that effect.678 McGeorge Bundy supported this assertion, writing, “the 

war he was fighting was a war for the pride of Egypt, not for the extinction of Israel.”679 Finally, 

while Israel’s nuclear arsenal failed to prevent Saddam Hussein from targeting it with Scud 

missile during the First Gulf War, the presence of the bomb prevented the use of 

nonconventional weapons. Following clear warnings against such an attack, “Iraq did not play 

the chemical card.”680 This meant that Israel’s “nonconventional deterrence remained intact” 

 
675 Maoz, Zeev. "The mixed blessing of Israel's nuclear policy." International Security 28.2 (2003): 53f 
676 Cohen points out that Israeli technicians “assembled virtually all the components, including the handful of 
nuclear cores…into improvised but operational explosive devices” to be used in the face of overwhelming military 
defeat or in response to a chemical attack. See: Cohen, Avner. "Crossing the threshold: the untold nuclear dimension 
of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War and its contemporary lessons." Arms Control Today 37.5 (2007): 15.  
677 According to Michael Oren, Israel’s nuclear weapons might also have deterred the Soviet Union, which issued a 
last-minute veto against the planned aerial attack on Dimona. See Oren, Michael B. Six days of war: June 1967 and 

the making of the modern Middle East. Presidio Press, 2017: 118-121. 
678 Colby, Elbridge, et al. The Israeli Nuclear Alert of 1973: Deterrence and Signaling in Crisis. No. DRM-2013-U-
004480-FINAL. CENTER FOR NAVAL ANALYSES ALEXANDRIA VA STRATEGIC STUDIES RESEARCH 
DEPT, 2013: 10. 
679 Bundy, McGeorge. Danger and survival. New York: Random House, 1988: 510. 
680 Prime minister Yitzhak Shamir even “ordered mobile missile launchers armed with nuclear weapons to be moved 
into the open in order to deter Baghdad from using chemical warheads.” See: Cohen, Yoel. The Whistleblower of 

Dimona: Israel, Vanunu, and the Bomb. Holmes & Meier, 2002: 11; Eisenberg, Laura Zittrain. "Passive 
Belligerency: Israel and the 1991 Gulf War." The Journal of Strategic Studies 15.3 (1992): 308. 
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against an otherwise risk-acceptant and adventuristic opponent.681 A useful counterexample to 

the Israeli experience in this regard may be found in the final years of the Iran-Iraq war, when 

the Iraqi regime repeatedly targeted a non-nuclear adversary with chemical warheads. Unlike the 

Israeli experience, Hussein faced no compulsion to limit his attack to 44 Scud missiles, 

launching hundreds of projectiles against Tehran and deploying chemical ordnances in the 

conflict.682 By contrast, the attack against Israel was limited to “highly inaccurate and quite an 

ineffective” missiles armed with cement warheads.683 The Iraqi example also supports the pattern 

of American behavior explored above: following the attack the US engaged in a concentrated 

campaign to prevent Israel from retaliating, offering the state multiple incentives in a bid to 

eliminate the likelihood of a nuclear escalation.684  

 

Maoz and others are correct in stating that nuclear weapons have proven to be ineffective in 

deterring “low-intensity conflict and terrorism.”685 Indeed, much of the early strategic 

philosophy of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) under chairman Ahmed Shukeiri was 

based on this fact, with Palestinian guerilla fighters opposing Israeli forces “under the nuclear 

threshold, as the Syrians and Arafat perceived the Algerian and Vietnam wars against the nuclear 

 
681 See, among others: Steinberg, Gerald M. "Parameters of stable deterrence in a proliferated Middle East: Lessons 
from the 1991 Gulf War." The Non-proliferation Review 7.3 (2000): 57; Feldman, Shai. "Israeli Deterrence and the 
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Belligerency: Israel and the 1991 Gulf War." The Journal of Strategic Studies 15.3 (1992): 304-329; Aronson, 
Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and Reality, 1960-

1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012. 
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36.1 (2011): 157; Khadduri, Majid, and Edmund Ghareeb. War in the Gulf, 1990-91: the Iraq-Kuwait conflict and 

its implications. Oxford University Press, 2001: 171.  
684 Eisenberg, Laura Zittrain. "Passive Belligerency: Israel and the 1991 Gulf War." The Journal of Strategic Studies 
15.3 (1992): 311. 
685 See, among others: Beres, Louis René and Maoz, Zeev. "Correspondence: Israel and the Bomb,”." International 
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French and American powers.”686 However, this does not invalidate the argument that the 

nuclear program had by then proven to be successful in defusing the most existentially 

threatening risks against Israel’s survival. Though such incursions would ultimately prove to be 

destructive, they never threatened the very existence of the Israeli state along the same orders of 

magnitude that the combined pan-Arab movement once had.687 

 

With respect to alliance dynamics, Israel may justifiably have been expected to pay a high 

political price for its nuclear program, even facing “a ‘gunboat’ policy to destroy the Israeli 

project.”688 However, the evidence shown in this chapter illustrates that the opposite occurred. 

Despite numerous indiscretions, entanglements, entrapment, and even the outright theft of 

nuclear materials, the United States ultimately chose to accept the bargain offered by the policy 

of nuclear ambiguity. Faced with an existential threat, Israeli policymakers correctly calculated 

that pursuit of a nuclear deterrent was the most expedient and cost-efficient way to insure against 

the destruction of their state. Furthermore, they quickly realized that American fears of a 

nuclearized Middle East gave them an advantage with respect to conventional assurances.689 

 
686 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 
(2000): 89. 
687 The gravity of this threat (and the enormity of its subsequent neutralization) must not be under-emphasized. In 
the immediate lead-up to the 1967 war and the construction of the first Israeli nuclear bomb, two Arab summit 
conferences were convened with the exclusive goal of formulating a combined response to the Israeli situation. 
While the 1964 summit established certain shared countermeasures, the second meeting in 1965 “made the Israeli 
atomic program an official casus belli.” John Badeau, then-American ambassador to Egypt, conveyed his opinion 
that Nasser would seriously consider attacking Israel if “it became clear that Israel had or was shortly to obtain 
nuclear weapons.” The situation was further exacerbated the next year with the rise of the radical Baath party in 
Syria See: Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear programme, the Six Day War and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 
6.3-4 (2000): 89-90.  
688 Bar‐Joseph, Uri. "The hidden debate: The formation of nuclear doctrines in the Middle East." Journal of 

Strategic Studies 5.2 (1982): 220. 
689 In line with Lewis Dunn’s “dove’s dilemma” this perspective shaped Israeli policy well into the 1980s. As 
pointed out by Amos Rubin (economic adviser to Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir) in January 1987: “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…[This is] why the US should continue to ease the burden Israel bears in fielding massive conventional 
forces.” See: Dunn, Lewis A. "Some reflections on the “dove's dilemma”." International Organization 35.1 (1981): 
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Both superpowers feared a nuclear escalation that would drag them into a global-scale 

confrontation. Both also appear to have realized that Israel would not give up its nuclear option 

in the face of an existential threat. American policymakers were thus predisposed to maintain 

Israel’s conventional advantage, uphold the status quo of nuclear ambiguity, and prevent the 

overt nuclearization of a volatile region.690  

 

Soviet policymakers appear to have been similarly oriented, fearing that Israel may bring them 

into a nuclear conflict with the United States. Indeed, in the middle of the Yom Kippur War, 

both Henry Kissinger and Anatoly Dobrynin viewed a decisive victory for either side as a 

“nightmare” scenario.691 For the Soviet Union, the threat posed by Israel’s “triangular second-

strike capabilities” was ostensibly closer to home, “if for no other reason than because some of 

the most likely proliferators were located around their borders.”692 Even Egyptian officials 

begrudgingly accepted this formula. As noted by Ibrahim Hamuda (the director of the Egyptian 

nuclear agency), “As long as a certain state does not make a nuclear test, it cannot be said with 

certainty that is possesses such a weapon.”693 Per Schelling’s adage that weakness is often 

strength, the magnitude of Israeli insecurity ultimately generated the credibility and resolve that 

helped its nuclear threats sway both regional adversaries and great power actors.694 As one of the 
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irrationality’ Samson could also aid Israeli nuclear deterrence.” See: Beres, Louis Ren. "Power and Survival: Why 
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architects of this policy, Shimon Peres eloquently captured the logic of this posture, stating, “We 

have built a nuclear option, not in order to have a Hiroshima, but to have an Oslo. We felt that 

the reason Israel was attacked several times, without any provocation, was because some of our 

neighbors thought they could overpower us, and we wanted to create a situation in which this 

temptation would no longer exist.”695 

 

Was this phenomenon isolated to the Israeli case? As will be explored in the following chapter, 

the mechanisms explored here were successfully implemented by other countries, notably South 

Africa. Benjamin Joseph remarks that “by an accident of history, the year 1948 marked both the 

establishment of the Jewish state and the electoral victory of the National Party in South 

Africa.”696 Both states shared a distinct set of challenges that threatened the survival of their 

respective political systems,697 bringing them into an unlikely nuclear cooperation.698 Though its 

sense of insecurity was self-inflicted, Pretoria emulated Israel in its quest for a nuclear insurance 

policy.  

 

 
Israel Needs Nuclear Weapons." INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF GROUP TENSIONS-NEW YORK- 26 (1996): 
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696 Joseph, Benjamin Manashe. Besieged bedfellows: Israel and the land of apartheid. Vol. 199. Praeger Pub Text, 
1988: 10. 
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Head of the Department of Information Eschel Rhoodie justified his state’s nuclear efforts by 

arguing that “Israel and South Africa formed the two pillars supporting the Free World’s 

strategic interest in Africa and the Middle East…Israel was surrounded by a hundred-million 

hostile Arabs and that South Africa was confronted by more than twice that number of Blacks, 

most of them politically hostile to South Africa and the West. Should one Israel or South Africa 

succumb, the chances were great that the Black and Arab states would gang up against the 

remaining one with disastrous results.”699  

 

While Israeli policymakers largely pushed back against the comparison, they agreed that certain 

strategic complementarities existed between the two states: “what is similar here and there is that 

both they and we must prevent others from taking us over.”700 Israeli Major General Avraham 

Tamir commented on these similarities in a 1977 military exchange mission, noting that both 

states faced existential dangers “due to the Soviet Union’s involvement and control over Arab 

states,” with both reaching similar conclusions for guaranteeing their survival: “To defend 

against these dangers it was necessary to develop an extremely potent offensive capability, 

including nuclear capability.”701 

 

The symbolic value of nuclear arms captured the imagination of South African leaders much the 

same way that it had Ben-Gurion’s, who emphasized nuclear energy’s “supernatural” influence 

in deterring the state’s adversaries: “By yielding to the bomb’s elemental forces of nature rather 

than to Jewish swords, Arabs’ ‘surrender’ would be to forces beyond their control…It would not 

 
699 Rhoodie, Eschel Mostert. The Real Information Scandal. Orbis, 1983: 110-111. 
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be the Jews who made them ‘surrender,’ but nature itself”702 Encircled and isolated, both states 

thus sought to develop a home-grown deterrent outside the purview of the conventional defense 

forces,703 using the bomb “as a security talisman”704 whose protective influence rested as much 

on its strategic benefits as it did on the perception of such weapons as the final word in security 

affairs. The following chapter will explore this in greater depth. 
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CHAPTER 5. Securocracy: Preserving Apartheid via Nuclear Diplomacy 

“Welcome to the happiest police state in the world.” 

– Balthazar Johannes Vorster 

Introduction 

In the second half of the twentieth century, Israel, South Africa, Taiwan, and Pakistan found 

themselves an unlikely cadre of states alternatively designated “the club of pariahs” or the 

“alliance of the disenchanted.”705 Though somewhat of a crude generalization, the term provides 

a useful category for a subset of nations whose regional insecurity, shaky alliance dynamics, and 

domestic instability prompted nuclear weapons programs. Unlike the “rogue” states later defined 

by National Security Adviser Anthony Lake, the motivations of these states stemmed from a fear 

of Western abandonment, not intervention.706  

 

Their insecurity dated back to their inception. Like Pakistan and Israel, the Afrikaners drew on 

deep-seated religious identities as chosen peoples beleaguered by hostile neighbors and 

unreliable allies. Turning inward in a struggle for survival, the latter two found themselves in a 

state of siege embodied by the Laager mentality and Masada complex, respectively.707  Deep-

seated fears of abandonment by the United States (South Africa in Angola, Israel in the Yom 

Kippur war) only served to strengthen the belief that an existential threat called for an equivalent 

 
705 De Saint Jorre, John. A House divided: South Africa's uncertain future. New York: Carnegie Endowment for 
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practice of encircling a heavily-armed central encampment with their wagons in order to provide protection against 
all-out attack. As explored in the following chapter on the Israeli nuclear program, the reference to Masada invokes 
an ancient fortification used by the Sicarii rebels in the First Jewish-Roman War. Both concepts refer to the practice 
of drawing in and closing ranks in the face of an assault. 
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response, one that was to be met by internal balancing.708 This chapter examines the South 

African nuclear program, assessing its impact on the political durability of Afrikaner leadership. 

 

Did the acquisition of a nuclear option serve as a viable means of improving the durability of the 

apartheid government? Contemporary assessments of the South African nuclear program often 

raised the paradox of pursuing a diplomatically and economically costly policy of proliferation, 

especially given “the lack of any identifiable security threat that nuclear weapons might 

redress.”709 What this assessment neglected to consider were the intractable pressure and 

isolation that the Republic faced on account of its domestic racial policies. The regime felt 

abandoned by the United States, menaced by Soviet proxies, encircled by hostile neighbors, and 

internally threatened by the bulk of its own citizens.  

 

In this context, the Republic’s nuclear arsenal served as a useful bargaining chip, inducing the 

United States and other external actors to align themselves with some of the regime’s interests to 

prevent escalation. In light of American efforts to counter the spread of nuclear weapons, the 

policy was especially impactful with the former. The Afrikaner National Party felt that their 

previous attempts at normalization were met either with silence or disdain. “It was noted that 

even in those cases where South Africa moderated its policies to suit Western demands…it only 

seemed to evoke further hostility from the international community.”710 Compounded by 

decolonization and the fall of neighboring white minority-rule governments, nuclear weapons 

 
708 See Snyder, Glenn H. "The security dilemma in alliance politics." World politics 36.4 (1984): 461-495. 
709 See, for example Spector, Leonard S. "Going nuclear: The spread of nuclear weapons 1986-1987." (1987): 231. 
710 Alden, Chris. Apartheid's last stand: the rise and fall of the South African security state. Macmillan Press, 1996: 
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came to be seen as an inoculation against domino-style collapse, offering the ruling coalition “an 

aura of permeance and inviolability.”711  

 

Pretoria’s arsenal provided the added benefit of motivating even the most recalcitrant of 

Washington administrations to handle its relations with greater flexibility. “There was security, 

so the Afrikaners, believed, in the nuclear bomb.”712 While the ultimate collapse of the apartheid 

regime appears to make this a negative case for nuclear durability, it nonetheless serves an 

important purpose by highlighting the ways in which a nuclear deterrent can prolong the life of 

an isolated and otherwise anachronistic regime. As will be shown, minority rule would likely not 

have endured as long as it did without the presence of a nuclear guarantee, which both deterred a 

major geopolitical adversary and entrapped the support of successive American administrations.  

 

In this respect, Pretoria followed a traditional realist logic: “States secure their survival by 

accumulating military force…in an anarchical system force is the final arbiter.”713 When such 

protections cannot be guaranteed externally, internal balancing is used to offset the deficit. 

Engagements with successive U.S. foreign policy administrations further served to generate a 

perverse incentive whereby escalating nuclear tensions came to be seen as an effective means of 

diverting attention from the Republic’s ignominious internal politics. From the South African 

perspective, variation in the aggressiveness of their nuclear posture would not elicit any variation 
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in Western (notably American) anti-apartheid pressures. The US response boiled down to 

“apartheid with the bomb or without it.”714  

 

From the Ford-administration onward, international condemnation and sanctions “were seen by 

Pretoria as anti-apartheid bullying rather than as being selectively targeted against the nuclear 

weapons program.”715 This was confirmed by both South African nuclear and diplomatic 

officials, who noted with conviction “that international hostility to the regime was primarily 

based on objections regarding its domestic apartheid system rather than its nuclear program.”716 

On the other hand, the escalation of nuclear threats appeared to yield marginal changes in 

Western behavior, particularly given the latter’s very strong preferences against nuclear testing. 

Those threatening to cut off support might, therefore, “be persuaded to press for accommodation 

with South Africa for fear that otherwise it would unleash a nuclear catastrophe.”717 As noted by 

Long and Grillot, “South African elites believed the West was less likely to abandon it if it 

possessed a credible nuclear weapons potential.”718 To a great extent, Western leaders did little 

to dissuade them of this belief. 

 

The reactions of both the Carter and Reagan administrations strengthened this belief. Economic 

pressures leveled by the former antagonized the regime, pushing it further towards nuclear 

acquisition without securing any internal reforms. When South Africa threatened to test its 
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nuclear weapons, the administration sought a package of incentives to prevent this outcome, 

providing a demonstration effect linking such a threat to easing pressure. “If the West were to 

adopt a more bullying approach, there could be further South African hints of nuclear weapons 

possession and unsafeguarded nuclear exports…This would cause the West to back off again.”719 

The Reagan administration further contributed to this association through the policy of 

constructive engagement. Where Carter’s position helped link nuclear saber-rattling to a 

potential easing of anti-apartheid measures, constructive engagement solidified the belief that 

such behavior would not be punished, given South Africa’s supposed role as a bulwark against 

Marxist and black independence movements on the continent.720 “In sum, imminent security 

threats to the regime’s survival…consolidated the perception that a nuclear capacity was the only 

option available for a functioning deterrence strategy.”721 

 

This lesson came at a particularly determinative time given Pretoria’s rapidly evolving regional 

security status. First, the collapse of the Portuguese empire ushered the loss of Angola and 

Mozambique as buffer states. This exposed the regime to an open land border susceptible to 

attack by Soviet-backed guerillas, increasing “Afrikaner angst” and fears of territorial 

incursion.722 Second, the collapse of Ian Smith’s government and the rise of the Zimbabwe 

African National Union (ZANU) in former Rhodesia left South Africa as the sole practitioner of 

minority rule in the region. Robert Mugabe’s decisive election victory of February 1980 
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(winning a majority of 57 out of 80 seats in Parliament) was seen as “a worst-case scenario come 

true” by a government that had previously labeled him a “Marxist terrorist.” 723 Lastly, the 

prospect of an independent Namibia meant that “three of the four states bordering South Africa 

(all but Botswana) would probably have Marxist-oriented (majority-ruled) governments…all of 

these states, including Botswana, were nominally declared opponents of apartheid.”724  

 

Lastly, the ruling National Party had to contend with its own populace.  In 1961 the African 

National Congress joined forces with the South African Communist Party to form a militant 

armed faction called Umkhonto we Sizwe. A deadly bombing campaign against infrastructural 

targets resulted in the arrest and imprisonment of the entire ANC leadership in 1962. Subsequent 

acts of internal repression led to the imposition of a broad economic embargo, reducing South 

Africa’s membership in international organizations from forty to two by the end of the 1970s.725 

Curiously, whilst targeting applications for loans and investment guarantees (for example, per 

National Security Action Memorandum 25),726 such punitive measures largely exempted South 

Africa’s burgeoning nuclear program, which continued to receive support under Atoms for 

Peace. In 1965, the Allis-Chalmers company delivered the 20-megawatt SAFARI-1 research 

reactor along with fuel to South Africa’s Atomic Energy Board (AEB), kickstarting the 

Republic’s nuclear industry. 
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Such a combination of pressures and incentives provided the means and motivation for the 

Afrikaner elite to pursue a nuclear weapons program as a means of political survival. Mounting 

anti-apartheid opposition threatened the Republic’s modus vivendi, solidifying in the minds of 

the Afrikaner leadership the need for a stable deterrent against both internal and external threats. 

Possession of a nuclear deterrent also swayed American policymakers who feared the inheritance 

of such weaponry by a majority-led government. Taken together, the decision to start a weapon 

program contributed to “the survival of [the government’s] control of a nation, [which] is not the 

same as ensuring the security of the nation and all its people.”727 The program “demoralized the 

black population inside South Africa and reminded other African countries of their scientific and 

military inferiority; in short, [it] conveyed the impression of military impregnability.”728 Until its 

dismantling under the orders of F.W. de Klerk, South Africa’s nuclear weapons successfully 

served to deflect challenges against the regime’s legitimacy and survival.729 

 

The Afrikaner search for the ultimate internal security guarantee cannot be understood without 

an appreciation for the longstanding nationalist ethos that united the Dutch-descended population 

since the time of the Boer War. The enduring fear of encirclement bred in that formative conflict 

persisted up to the end of apartheid rule, with the regime “see[ing] itself as engaged in nothing 

less than an all-out struggle for national survival – a fight to the finish.”730 Elements of the laager 

mentality that would later dominate the state’s foreign and defense policies were akin to Hannah 

Arendt’s notion of tribal nationalism, in which a group “insists that its own people [are] 
 

727 Walters, Ronald W. South Africa and the bomb: responsibility and deterrence. Lexington Books, 1987: 19. 
Emphasis in original. 
728 Reiss, Mitchell. Without the bomb: The politics of nuclear non-proliferation. New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988: 192. Chari makes the same argument in Chari, P. R. "South Africa's Nuclear Option." India 

International Centre Quarterly 3.4 (1976): 230. 
729 Ibid, 15. 
730 The sentiment echoed a familiar refrain from the Boer Bittereinders, whose guerilla fighters sought to fight the 
British to the bitter end. See Campbell, Kurt M. "The Soldiers of Apartheid." SAIS Review 8.1 (1988): 43. 
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surrounded by ‘a world of enemies,’ ‘one against all;’ that a fundamental difference exists 

between this people and all others.”731  

 

After the Second World War, Afrikaner political leaders in the Nasionale Party (National Party) 

ascribed an additional element to this worldview, endowing it with the religiously tinged ethos of 

a mission civilisatrice. Replacing Jan Smuts as Prime Minister in 1948, Daniel François Malan 

invoked such language in support of the racial segregation laws implemented by his 

administration, claiming, “It is through the will of God that the Afrikaner People exist at all. In 

His wisdom He determined that on the southern point of Africa, the dark continent, a People 

should be born who would be the bearer of Christian culture and civilization.”732 To Malan and 

his successors, the perpetuation of minority rule thus resembled a crusade of sorts, one whose 

pursuit was justified by any and all available means. 

 

The following sections expand on the three arguments made above, elaborating on the South 

African nuclear program’s interactions with respect to the United States, its immediate 

neighbors, and its internal population. As will be shown, a combination of material support and 

perverse incentives resulted in the entrenchment of the belief that nuclear weapons could be used 

to bargain for regime stability. In addition, the program’s utility as a means of deterring regional 

 
731 Arendt, Hannah. The origins of totalitarianism. Vol. 244. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1973: 227. Historian Saul 
Dubow further extends the analogy to Israel and Pakistan, both of which fought for the representation of minority 
religious communities in fraught regional security settings. “In all three cases, the religious or communal aspects of 
these nationalisms interacted with strong secular modernizing tendencies – such that Israel became a state for Jews, 
Pakistan a state for Muslims, and South Africa a state serving the interests of Christian-Nationalists.” Bellicose 
relations with neighbor states and varying degrees of international isolation contributed to the existential threats 
faced by each; pursuit of nuclear weapons served as a means of survival. See Dubow, Saul. "New Approaches to 
High Apartheid and Anti-Apartheid." South African Historical Journal 69.2 (2017): 310. 
732 Moodie, T. Dunbar. The rise of Afrikanerdom: Power, apartheid, and the Afrikaner civil religion. Vol. 11. Univ 
of California Press, 1975: 248. 
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adversaries will be examined, concluding with a statement on the weapons’ impact on domestic 

South African politics. 

Atoms and Apartheid – US-South Africa Relations Before Kalahari 

South Africa’s acquisition of a nuclear explosive device would not have been possible without 

the technical and scientific support channeled through the Atoms for Peace project, which 

“fostered internationally shared expectations that every country that sought economic 

development needed to acquire atomic power, or else it would be left behind by the rest of the 

modernizing world.”733 Atoms for Peace did much to symbolically link nuclear power with 

national prestige, modernization, progress, and survival. Providing support to over two dozen 

countries, “the United States essentially created Brazil and South Africa’s nuclear mining 

sectors.”734 In the latter, an indigenous enrichment project began under Prime Minister Hendrik 

Verwoerd’s direction in 1961.735  

 

 
733 See Barletta, Michael. "Pernicious Ideas in World Politics:" Peaceful Nuclear Explosives." APSA Annual 
Convention. Vol. 30. 2001: 3-4; Scheinman, Lawrence. The International Atomic Energy Agency and World 

Nuclear Order. Routledge, 2016: 20. Advocates for the commercialization of peaceful nuclear explosives even 
envisioned a scheme in which completed devices would be sold to foreign governments. Under this scheme, the 
Atomic Energy Commission would charge $350,000 for a 10-kiloton device and less than double that for a two-
megaton device. See Teller, E, Wilson, K, Higgins, G. and Johnson, G.W. The Constructive Use of Nuclear 
Explosives, McGraw Hill, New York, 1968: 82. 
734 Ibid. Under the program, the U.S. provided nuclear support to over two dozen countries, including a handful 
(Iran, Israel, Pakistan, Argentina, Brazil, Indonesia, South Africa) whose programs would later create proliferation 
challenges. 
735 Newby-Fraser, A. R. Chain reaction: Twenty years of nuclear research and development in South Africa. 
Pretoria: Atomic Energy Board, 1979: 97. Verwoerd displayed “an intense interest” in the nuclear project, 
greenlighting its financing and helping remove legislative hurdles that may have slowed its implementation. An 
anecdote from an early meeting with AEB head Roux and his deputy chairman Dr. T.E.W. Schumann is quite 
telling. In 1964, “on being told that preparation of designs and drawings for the necessary [enrichment] building and 
the call for tenders would probably require about eight months before construction could commence, Dr. Verwoerd 
immediately asked whether some of the formalities could not be bypassed to achieve earlier completion of the work. 
The upshot of the initiative was that in the course of a weekend the funds [one million Rands] were granted.” Ibid, 
98-99. Such was the strength of the Verwoerd government’s support for the nuclear program that by December 
1964, not only had the tenders for an enrichment facility been granted, the construction of the building had also been 
completed. Astonishingly, the AEB managed to successfully separate U-235 isotopes from a helium- uranium 
hexafluoride mixture in time for Verwoerd’s scheduled visit in November 1965. 
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Support for a nuclear program, however, dated back to the early 1950s, with the cabinet wishing 

not to be left behind “small countries like Norway.”736 The period saw substantial investment in 

prestige projects, including “dams, bridges, highways, information technology, and showcase 

public architecture.”737 Coinciding with South Africa’s withdrawal from the Commonwealth, 

work on “nuclear enrichment, energy self-sufficiency, and weapons production…registered 

notable successes and proclaimed the permanence of the apartheid future.”738 Indeed, since its 

inception the program received strong public support, being perceived as a strategic imperative 

by the white population.739 

 

As noted in the nuclear program’s official contemporary history, Verwoerd’s backing was 

motivated by the lobbying of Ampie Roux (head of the AEB) and Wally Grant (managing 

director of the Uranium Enrichment Corporation), both of whom viewed the program as a 

necessary tool for the regime’s survival.740 Emboldened by the Prime Minister’s support, AEB 

member Dr. Andries Visser made the case for a nuclear deterrent in 1965, stating, “we should 

have a bomb to prevent aggression from loud-mouthed Afro-Asiatic states…money is no 
 

736 Memo, Cabinet. “Research in the Area of Atomic Energy and Exchange of Information with Friendly Nations; 
Entering into Friendship Treaties,” undated, DIRCO Archive, ARUSA, 137/11/23, Vol. 1: Atomic Energy, 3 May 
1956 – 1 June 1957. Dubow further contextualizes the nuclear program with respect to South Africa’s period of 
“high apartheid” (defined as the period between 1959 and 1973), highlighting the features that link both as “an 
ideology of modernization.” See Dubow, Saul. "New Approaches to High Apartheid and Anti-Apartheid." South 

African Historical Journal 69.2 (2017): 304. 
737 Dubow, Saul. "New Approaches to High Apartheid and Anti-Apartheid." South African Historical Journal 69.2 
(2017): 308. 
738 Ibid. 
739 The enrichment program was undoubtedly a subject of great national pride, as evidenced by the issuing of a 
commemorative postage stamp on 8 October 1977 celebrating the uranium industry. See Newby-Fraser, A. R. Chain 

reaction: Twenty years of nuclear research and development in South Africa. Pretoria: Atomic Energy Board, 
1979:112. 
740 In 1980, Wally Grant joined Hendrik Verwoerd Jr. (the son of the late Prime Minister) and other Afrikaner 
cultural activists in founding the Vereniging van Oranjewerkers (Organization of Orange Workers), a white 
separatist political movement aiming to create an Afrikaans homeland. This led to fears that nuclear weapons may 
be used by rogue elements to prevent majority rule. Though the organization later withdrew from politics and 
diverted its efforts toward demographic studies, it was active in efforts to preserve apartheid, establishing a white 
homeland in the town of Morgenzon in 1982. See: Du Toit, Brian M. "The far right in current South African 
politics." The Journal of Modern African Studies 29.4 (1991): 647. 
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problem, the capital for such a bomb is available.”741 Verwoerd agreed, stating at the 

inauguration of the SAFARI-1 reactor “It is the duty of South Africa to consider not only the 

military uses of the material, but also to do all in its power to direct its uses to peaceful 

purposes.”742 

 

Despite public advocacy for a dual-use program, American nuclear support to South Africa 

continued and the research reactor was brought online at Pelindaba, the Republic’s nuclear 

research center. The chosen site was the location of an unrealized township that had been 

planned in the 1920s, with the name derived from the conjunction of two Zulu words – ‘Pelile’ 

(finished) and ‘Indaba’ (council). “Put together, they imply the end of the discussion.743 Noting 

the sensitivity of the SAFARI sale, the Johnson administration asked that “the transaction take 

place with a minimum of publicity and that the fuel be shipped after the upcoming U.N. General 

Assembly session and subsequent to the U.S. General Election of that year.”744  

 

Concerns regarding Pretoria’s downstream nuclear ambitions were raised early on; Secretary of 

State Dean Rusk’s South Africa National Policy Paper of January 18, 1965 flagged the 

“development of South Africa’s nuclear weapons capabilities” as a potential topic of Working 

 
741 Lawrence, Robert M., and Joel Larus. Nuclear proliferation, phase II. Vol. 4. University Press of Kansas, 1974: 
215. 
742 Albright, David, and Andrea Stricker. "Revisiting South Africa's Nuclear Weapons Program: Its History, 
Dismantlement, and Lessons for Today." (2016): 14. 
743 Newby-Fraser, A. R. Chain reaction: Twenty years of nuclear research and development in South Africa. 
Pretoria: Atomic Energy Board, 1979: 50. Roux was particularly drawn in by the site’s name; “‘that’s it,’ was the 
Director’s reaction, ‘we have talked enough; now let’s get on with the job.’” Ibid. 
744 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXIV, Africa, eds. Nina D. Howland and David S. 
Patterson. Washington: Government Printing Office, 2010. Document 594.  Given that the sale had already been 
completed, there were fears that failure to deliver the requisite fuel for the SAFARI-1 experimental reactor would 
constitute a breach of contract. As such, the transaction was allowed to proceed. However, in a memorandum to 
McGeorge Bundy, NSCS member William H. Brubeck proposed to “to ask AEC to insure, quietly, that there is no 
fuel shipment or other cause for publicity until December.” 
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Group study.745 However, while the National Security Council Staff sought “for obvious 

reasons…to delay shipment a reasonable time – about two to three months,” the administration 

nevertheless honored its contractual obligation to supply fuel.746 The U.S. continued to support 

nuclear relations with South Africa, renewing the bilateral Nuclear Energy Agreement in July 

1967 and guaranteeing nuclear fuel to the AEB.747 The move was sanctioned by Johnson’s 

special assistant on the matter, Walt Rostow, who in a memo from July 10, 1967 recommended 

that the president authorize the renewal, scrawling by hand, “It’s a tough decision; but, on 

balance, necessary, I believe.”748 Anti-apartheid pressures were thus given second-seating 

relative to Washington’s desire to maintain a bulwark against communist incursion in southern 

Africa. 

 

After Verwoerd’s assassination, Prime Minister Balthazar Johannes (John) Vorster continued to 

patronize the program, allocating funds for the establishment of the Valindaba facility and the 

Uranium Enrichment Corporation (UCOR).749 Naming of the plant (initially referred to as 

 
745 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXIV, Africa, eds. Nina D. Howland and David S. 
Patterson. Washington: Government Printing Office, 2010. Document 600.  
746 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXIV, Africa, eds. Nina D. Howland and David S. 
Patterson. Washington: Government Printing Office, 2010. Document 599. 
747 Amendment to the agreement for the cooperation between the government of the United States of America and 
the government of the Republic of South Africa concerning the civil uses of atomic energy, 17 July 1967. UST. 
1967, 18(2), 1671–1677; Agreement between the International Atomic Energy Agency, the government of the 
United States of America and the government of the Republic of South Africa for the application of safeguards, 26 
July 1967. 
748 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXIV, Africa, eds. Nina D. Howland and David S. 
Patterson. Washington: Government Printing Office, 2010. Document 641. 
749 Vorster publicly endorsed the program in parliament on July 20, 1970, stating, “Scientists of the Atomic Energy 
Board succeeded in developing a new process for uranium enrichment…South African scientists have thus again 
added to the prestige of their country in no uncertain terms.” See Newby-Fraser, A. R. Chain reaction: Twenty years 

of nuclear research and development in South Africa. Pretoria: Atomic Energy Board, 1979: 92. Moore notes that 
the South African vortex-tube enrichment had decided similarities to the German Becker nozzle technique of 
enrichment. However, motivations of prestige roused the Vorster government into pointed proclamations of the 
novelty and indigenous provenance of the method. See Moore, J. D. L. South Africa and Nuclear Proliferation: 

South Africa’s Nuclear Capabilities and Intentions in the Context of International Non-Proliferation Policies. 
Springer, 1987: 89. See also Chari, P. R. "South Africa's Nuclear Option." India International Centre Quarterly 3.4 
(1976): 227 for the same conclusion. 
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Pelindaba East) was similarly inspired by a suggestive conjunction of Zulu words, this time 

‘Vala’ (to close) and ‘Indaba’ (council); “hence ‘the council is closed’ and, by extension, ‘no 

talking about this.’”750 Relatedly, in 1969 the AEB sponsored a technical study to assess the 

requirements for preparing a peaceful nuclear explosives (PNE) program.751 Research and 

development was approved by Minister of Mines Carel de Wet in March 1971, who approved 

work on a “type-A” implosion fission device.752  

 

Though the latter was envisioned for peaceful purposes, Roux played an important role in 

advocating for a dedicated weapons program; according to General Hein du Toit, the SADF’s 

Chief of Staff Intelligence between July 1971 and December 1977, Roux “later urged Vorster to 

use this enrichment facility to develop nuclear weapons.”753 Defense Minister (and later Prime 

Minister) Pieter Willem Botha also provided early and consistent patronage for this program: “as 

far back as 1975, I, as Minister of Defense, initiated dialogues related to the possibilities of 

bringing about nuclear weapons in South Africa.”754 “Singularly fixated on getting nuclear 

weapons,” as Prime Minister Botha shifted focus from PNEs to military applications within a 

month of taking office.755 

 

 
750 Newby-Fraser, A. R. Chain reaction: Twenty years of nuclear research and development in South Africa. 
Pretoria: Atomic Energy Board, 1979: 104. Such on-the-nose nomenclatural decisions later contributed to the 
international suspicion and scrutiny the site and its corresponding enrichment program invited.   
751 It should be noted that like India, fellow Atoms for Peace alumnus South Africa initially justified its devices as 
peaceful nuclear explosives. South Africa attended all five conferences on peaceful nuclear explosives held between 
1970 and 1976. 
752 Albright, David, and Andrea Stricker. "Revisiting South Africa's Nuclear Weapons Program: Its History, 
Dismantlement, and Lessons for Today." (2016): 12. 
753 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 29. 
754 Albright, David, and Andrea Stricker. "Revisiting South Africa's Nuclear Weapons Program: Its History, 
Dismantlement, and Lessons for Today." (2016): 13. 
755 Hibbs, Mark. "South Africa's secret nuclear program: from a PNE to a deterrent." Nuclear Fuel 18.10 (1993): 4-
5. 
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While the dialogue shifted from peaceful to military uses of atomic explosives, American 

support to Pretoria’s nuclear program continued through the Nixon and Ford administrations. 

Interestingly, such exchanges continued even as the U.S. condemned the Republic’s internal 

politics. In a memorandum to Henry Kissinger dated November 19, 1971, Michael A. Guhin of 

the National Security Council Staff delineates a proposal for supplying approximately 20,000 kg 

of enriched uranium for a power reactor, similar to agreements “with about 19 countries to 

provide nuclear fuel for research and power reactors.”756  

 

Noting that the decade-length extension of the 1967 fuel agreement only elicited mild criticism, 

Guhin reports that the proposal would bring economic and strategic advantages, concluding, 

“We agree with State [DoS] that the factors supporting such an agreement clearly outweigh the 

political disadvantages.”757 In 1973, the Foxboro Company was granted an export license for two 

computer systems designed for the Pelindaba enrichment plant. In 1974, the Atoms for Peace 

agreement was amended to increase the permitted quantity of reactor fuel available for export to 

South Africa. “The U.S. Nuclear Corporation of Oak Ridge was consequently licensed to sell a 

major quantity, 12.5 kilograms, of highly enriched uranium to the Republic in January 1974, 

followed by a further consignment of the same weight in October of that year.”758  

 

 
756 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXVIII, Southern Africa, eds. Myra F. Burton and 
Edward C. Keefer. Washington: Government Printing Office, 2011. Document 63. 
757 Ibid. On January 24, 1972, a proposal approving the financing of a $50 million GE power reactor was approved 
by Alexander Haig on Kissinger’s behalf. The proposal relied on the Private Export Funding Corporation (PEFCO) 
instead of the Export-Import Bank, both to minimize potential political backlash as well as to follow protocol, given 
that PEFCO had previously extended credits for nuclear power plants in Taiwan and Brazil. See Foreign Relations 

of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXVIII, Southern Africa, eds. Myra F. Burton and Edward C. Keefer. 
Washington: Government Printing Office, 2011. Document 70; Patti, Carlo. "The forbidden cooperation: South 
Africa–Brazil nuclear relations at the turn of the 1970s." Revista Brasileira de Política Internacional 61.2 (2018): 
13. 
758 Thomson, Alex. U.S. Foreign Policy Towards Apartheid South Africa, 1948–1994: Conflict of Interests. 
Springer, 2008: 77. 
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US support thus provided South Africa with many of the resources it needed to establish an 

indigenous nuclear program. In the mid-1970s, the deterioration of the Republic’s public image 

appeared to coincide with a scaling back of such support. However, the rollback was attributed to 

domestic commercial interests as opposed to national security or proliferation concerns, a 

distinction that weighed greatly in Pretoria’s future nuclear calculus.759  In 1975, South Africa 

declared its intentions to sell indigenously enriched uranium, breaking a three-decade long 

oligopoly held by the United States, Australia, and Canada. To the disadvantage of American 

suppliers, the Republic was able to take advantage of its abundant natural uranium supplies, 

lowering prices and increasing its market share.  

 

In response, the Ford administration suspended enriched uranium sales to Pretoria in a move that 

was seen as more economically motivated than political.760 The move interacted with two other 

incidents that made Pretoria feel that the pursuit of a nuclear deterrent was both a legitimate and 

necessary step for safeguarding the survival of the government. The first involved Pretoria’s 

feelings of abandonment in their Angolan intervention, and the second the United States’ 

persistent (if tacit) tolerance of the nuclear program. 

 

In 1969, the Afrikaner leadership received tacit support for their regime from the United States: 

“[Nixon] agreed with Henry Kissinger that white power would not be overthrown in southern 

 
759 Hersh records the observation of an American official who stated, “[they] were suddenly doing things in such a 
different way that it took U.S. by surprise. They went from the drawing board to production [of enriched uranium]. 
They leapfrogged U.S. in production design and output and we weren’t looking the right places.” See Hersh, 
Seymour M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 2013: 266. 
760 Bissell, Richard E. South Africa and the United States: the erosion of an influence relationship. New York: 
Praeger, 1982: 108. When Congress blocked the sale of fuel rods in 1975, the move was cited as a voiding of a 1974 
contract under which the U.S. would provide fuel elements for the Koeberg reactor. Ultimately, the two reactors 
were built by a French consortium (Framatome-Framateg). Pretoria’s prepayment for a cancelled fuel consignment 
was not reimbursed until 1981. See Spector, Leonard S. Nuclear ambitions: the spread of nuclear weapons 1989-

1990. Routledge, 2019: 271. 



 245 

Africa. The Nixon administration conducted business as usual with all the region’s colonial 

regimes, while U.S. intelligence services strove to help Lisbon, Pretoria, and Salisbury in their 

battles against African liberation groups.”761 With respect to the latter, Kissinger offered a verbal 

promise of support for the regime’s campaign against the Soviet-backed People's Movement for 

the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), a promise that was assumed to continue under Nixon’s 

successor. However, South Africa felt abandoned in their quid-pro-quo arrangement with the 

Ford administration over the newly decolonized Angola. In return for providing ground support, 

“Pretoria expected great returns from the Americans,” specifically with respect to the voluntary 

weapons embargo, the prospect of coalition-rule in Rhodesia, and “no U.S. interference with the 

rapidly accelerating south African nuclear weapons program.”762  

 

Ultimately, the exchange never brought the magnitude of support Prime Minister Vorster and his 

ambassador to the U.S. (later Foreign Minister) Pik Botha anticipated.763 U.S. involvement in 

international proxy conflicts was received poorly in the aftermath of the Vietnam war, with the 

domestic audience harboring “a feeling of revulsion towards being drawn into any conflict 

ostensibly opposing communists.”764 The Clark amendment of January 1976 effectively ended 

any likelihood of political support. In February 1976, Pik Botha advised the Vorster 

administration to withdraw troops from Angola, sensing that the conflict would yield little to no 

reciprocal support from a war-weary and increasingly anti-apartheid United States.  

 
 

761 O'meara, Dan. Forty lost years: The apartheid state and the politics of the National Party, 1948-1994. Ravan 
Press of South Africa, 1996: 170. 
762 Westad, Odd Arne. The global Cold War: third world interventions and the making of our times. Cambridge 
University Press, 2005: 232, 438. 
763 Note that Foreign Minister Roelof Frederik (Pik) Botha was not related to Defense Minister (and later Prime 
Minister) P.W. Botha. 
764 Giliomee, Hermann. The last Afrikaner leaders: A supreme test of power. University of Virginia Press, 2013: 
133.  
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The regime attempted a “propaganda offensive to persuade shaken whites that the invasion of 

Angola had been a military triumph,”765 but the withdrawal of forces was perceived internally as 

another major setback for the survival of apartheid in South Africa. Once the extent of South 

African involvement in the conflict was made public, the campaign also served to unite 

Pretoria’s neighbors against it.766 Pik Botha later bitterly noted the resentment instilled by the 

loss of American support, noting that the Republic intervened in Angola “with the approval and 

knowledge of the Americans. But they left U.S. in the lurch.”767  

 

South Africa’s Angolan misadventure contributed to a renewed reliance on nuclear weapons as a 

means of bolstering regime security. Three factors supported this shift. First, the intervention 

showed that conventional military ventures were costly – $133 million according to a 1976 CIA 

assessment.768 Second, the Republic learned a bitter lesson about the “fickleness of Western 

support,” having engaged in Angola under the flawed logic of “unconventional diplomacy” 

favored by the heads of the Department of Information (Eschel Rhoodie) and the Bureau of State 

Security (General Hendrik Van den Bergh).769 The two had relied on the verbal consent of 

 
765 O'meara, Dan. Forty lost years: The apartheid state and the politics of the National Party, 1948-1994. Ravan 
Press of South Africa, 1996: 179. Responding to the decision to exit Angola, Verligte (pro-reform) journalist Shalk 
Pienaar ironically referred to the decision as the “ligte mistykie” (slight mistake). Ibid. Speaking of the decision after 
the fact, then-secretary of the Department of Information Eschel Rhoodie referred to it as “one of the greatest 
blunders in South African history.” See: Rees, Mervyn, and Chris Day. Muldergate: The story of the info scandal. 
International Specialized Book Service Incorporated, 1980: 173. 
766 Chari, P. R. "South Africa's Nuclear Option." India International Centre Quarterly 3.4 (1976): 220. 
767 Debates of the House of Assembly (Hansard) 17 April 1978. Pretoria, Government Printers. Cols 4852. 
768 Stockwell, John, and Donald Perley. In Search of Enemies: a CIA story. New York: Norton, 1978: 232. 
769 Giliomee, Hermann. The last Afrikaner leaders: A supreme test of power. University of Virginia Press, 2013: 
133. Both Van den Bergh and Rhoodie would meet their political demise in the Information Scandal of 1978-79 
(known colloquially as “Muldergate”). Their fall from grace, already facilitated by their role in the Angolan debacle, 
signalled a changing of the guard, bringing to power P.W. Botha and other security hardliners who shifted the 
Republic’s foreign policy posture away from engagement towards radical autonomy and the establishment of a 
laager state. South Africa’s plausibly deniable nuclear status played a role in this newfound identity.  
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Kissinger, who afterwards “frankly warned Pik Botha not to count on America.”770 Third, the 

operation had publicly exposed South Africa’s isolation. The Republic suffered several 

diplomatic setbacks in short succession, losing British support in the Simonstown naval base 

agreement and seeing the reversal of the Ford administration’s policy of “selective relaxation.” 

By April 1976, the United States officially supported majority rule in both South Africa and 

Rhodesia.771 

 

Pretoria’s intervention and subsequent withdrawal from Angola emboldened the Soviets and 

expeditionary Cubans, who drastically increased their level of support to the continent.772 

Furthermore, the ANC used the campaign as an impetus for strengthening ties with the USSR 

and Angola, moving most of its bases into the latter’s territory in a move to support internal 

campaigns against minority rule.773 The costly move had thus sent a rather damaging signal to 

foes of the apartheid regime. The diplomatic implications of Angola had drawn blood, something 

that was observed by both internal and external adversaries. Exacerbating the situation, 

opponents of the Republic noted the American unwillingness to serve as South Africa’s silent 

partner in exchange for a tit-for-tat exchange of regional military support. After 1975, the 

predominant focus of South African foreign policy became survival: “survival of the regime and 

of white minority rule in a hostile and increasingly threatening environment.”774 

 
770 Westad, Odd Arne. The global Cold War: third world interventions and the making of our times. Cambridge 
University Press, 2005: 238. 
771 Speech by Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, Lusaka, Zambia. 27 April 1976 in DOSB, vol.74 no. 1927 (31 
May 1976): .672-679. 
772 There were additional fears of an incursion of East German troops in Angola. See Fischer, David. "Reversing 
Nuclear Proliferation: South Africa." Security Dialogue 24.3 (1993): 278. 
773 Shubin, Vladimir Gennadevich. ANC: A view from Moscow. Jacana Media, 2008: 122. 
774 Jaster, Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 
xiv. 
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Correspondingly, the official purpose of the Republic’s nuclear program became “to ensure the 

survival of the apartheid regime.”775 

 

Put together, the events inspired the Afrikaner leadership to embrace a “go it alone” strategy 

with respect to their own security needs. Owing to the Republic’s negative public image, they 

sensed that the U.S. would not provide open military or foreign policy support. At the same time, 

they noted a surprising reluctance to politically sanction the nuclear program, at least for non-

proliferation (as opposed to competitive commercial) reasons.776 When the IAEA threatened to 

suspend South Africa’s membership in 1976, Kissinger personally intervened, reaching out to 

the British Foreign Secretary Anthony Crosland on August 26, 1976 with plans for “a strong 

démarche…emphasizing the serious consequences which could follow the suspension of South 

Africa from the IAEA.” He further requested, “We look for parallel action on your part, given 

the gravity of the problem.”777 The British foreign office responded by telegram on September 3, 

agreeing to join four other Western states in the American lobbying effort.778 

 

As Thomson notes, “Washington DC had always been content with Pretoria’s assurances that 

[their nuclear] program was solely for peaceful purposes, and that safeguards akin to those 

 
775 McNamee, Terence. “Forget the Libya Model. South Africa Shows the Path to Peace with Pyongyang.” Foreign 
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776 This was noted in the ANC’s official political organ, Sechaba: “The threat of proliferation could be used to deter 
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the continent of Africa.” See: Sechaba. The Nuclear Conspiracy: FRG Collaborates to Strengthen Apartheid. Vol. 9 
No. 11/12. (Lusaka: ANC, Nov-Dec1975): 12. 
777 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXVIII, Southern Africa, eds. Myra F. Burton and 
Edward C. Keefer. Washington: Government Printing Office, 2011. Document 86. 
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apartheid, and the agency: South Africa's relations with the IAEA, 1957–1995." Cold War History 15.3 (2015): 403. 
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operated by the IAEA were being maintained.”779 Though American perceptions shifted in the 

Carter administration, non-proliferation advocacy remained somewhat lethargic. According to 

Leonard Spector, Washington had intelligence as early as 1976 suggesting that South Africa’s 

nuclear program was not entirely peaceful in nature.780   On 16 February 1977, the Washington 

Post cited a “well-informed U.S. government official” as saying that South Africa could possess 

a nuclear weapon in two to four years, or within a few months under a crash program.781 By 

1977, the CIA concluded that South Africa “had, or was near to having, the means of building 

and delivering a nuclear weapon.”782 

 

Yet the administration sought to bolster aspects of their relationship with South Africa, offering 

to loosen the uranium export restrictions leveled by the Ford administration in return for the 

Republic’s ratification of the NPT.783 Moreover, despite its otherwise-strict adherence to anti-

apartheid measures “the Carter administration never sought to use nuclear materials in any 

package of punitive sanctions,” even at a time when nearly all goods with even a plausible 

military application were embargoed.784 Faced with these realities, Pretoria doubled down on its 

 
779 Thomson, Alex. U.S. Foreign Policy Towards Apartheid South Africa, 1948–1994: Conflict of Interests. 
Springer, 2008: 100. 
780 Ibid, 223.  
781 Moore, J. D. L. South Africa and Nuclear Proliferation: South Africa’s Nuclear Capabilities and Intentions in the 

Context of International Non-Proliferation Policies. Springer, 1987: 119. 
782 Thomson, Alex. U.S. Foreign Policy Towards Apartheid South Africa, 1948–1994: Conflict of Interests. 
Springer, 2008: 101, from CIA. Directorate of Intelligence. Office of Scientific Intelligence. South African 
enrichment program [SI 77–10058]. August 1977. CIA-FOIA. 
783 The offer was also meant to soothe relations with the IAEA, whose board remained bitter over the American-led 
maneuver that had protected South Africa’s status in 1976. 
784 Thomson, Alex. U.S. Foreign Policy Towards Apartheid South Africa, 1948–1994: Conflict of Interests. 
Springer, 2008: 101. The interagency assessment of August 18, 1977 raises the question of sanctions, arguing that 
economic countermeasures would do little to deter the regime against further nuclear sabre-rattling. Even under the 
assumption of near-universal adherence, an embargo would take well over a year to make an impact, during which 
time South Africa would likely cease payments on outstanding short-term debts to western banks (loans amounting 
to about $3.4 billion dollars). The assessment goes on to note that the Republic had already hardened itself against 
the prospect of economic sanctions, amassing a 2-3-year stockpile of fuel oil, reducing reliance on western credit, 
and achieving 80% self-sufficiency in the production and maintenance of previously-vulnerable industrial 
machinery (as well as 66% in transport equipment). See: Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977–1980, 
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nuclear ambitions as a means of perpetuating its system of government in the face of regional 

hostility and international isolation. As will be shown in the following section, the responses of 

the American administrations under Presidents Carter and Reagan only served to reinforce this 

association. 

The Kalahari Test – How Pretoria Learned to Love the Bomb 

By the start of the Carter administration, fears of a large-scale assault by a cohort of increasingly 

hostile neighboring states had instilled in the minds of South African political and military 

leaders the need for a “deterrent strategy based on nuclear terror and the fear of escalation.”785 

Lacking a means of “reciprocal leverage” (as enjoyed, for example, in the US-South Korea 

relationship), South Africa sought to use its nuclear capacity to protect the system of apartheid 

and minority rule.786 Just one month before the Carnation Revolution led to the removal of white 

minority governments in Angola and Mozambique, Lieutenant-General Raymond Fullarton 

Armstrong of the South African Air Force published a memorandum warning of the risk of 

nuclear acquisition by anti-South African states and subnational black liberation armies, 

advocating for the development of a full nuclear deterrent in response.787 And in lead-up to the 

1978 National Party caucus, both Minister of Information Connie Mulder and Defense Minister 

P.W. Botha used the nuclear issue as a talking point.  

 
Volume XVI, Southern Africa, eds. Myra F. Burton and Adam M. Howard. Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 2016. Document 293. 
785 Jaster, Robert S., and Robert S. Jaster. South Africa's narrowing security options. London: International Institute 
for Strategic Studies, 1980: 12. 
786 Jaster, Robert S. "Politics and the Afrikaner Bomb." Orbis-a Journal Of World Affairs 27.4 (1984): 849. 
787 “Memorandum, Lt-General Raymond Fullarton Armstrong, U.S. Department of Defense, Israel-South Africa,” 
March 1975, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, South African History Archive, The Freedom of 
Information Programme Collection, Nuclear Weapons History, Department of Defense. Obtained and contributed by 
Anna-Mart van Wyk, Monash South Africa. Armstrong’s memorandum predated the prevalent anti-Soviet paranoia 
that would define future motivations for a nuclear deterrent, instead placing its suspicion on the People’s Republic 
of China as the most likely distributor of nuclear arms. 
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In February 1977, Mulder alluded to the Republic’s non-conventional weapons capacity, 

proclaiming, “let me just say that if we are attacked, no rules apply at all if it comes to a question 

of our existence. We will use all means at our disposal, whatever they may be.”788 Likewise, 

Botha warned, “If we are forced until our backs are against the wall, we will have no alternative 

but to stand up and say to the world, ‘You won’t force South Africans to commit national 

suicide.’”789 In the highest circles of the National Party elite, a nuclear weapons program thus 

became an “embodi[ment of] white defiance against world opinion.”790 

 

Pretoria’s nuclear strategy became central as the future of minority rule became increasingly 

precarious. On January 28, 1977, Foreign Minister Pik Botha and National Security Adviser 

Zbigniew Brzezinski had a heated exchange on the future of minority rule in Africa, with the 

latter impressing upon the South Africans and Rhodesians the intentions of the American 

administration never to intervene on the side of a minority white government, “even if the 

communists were involved.”791 Botha ended the meeting with a full-throated defense of 

Afrikaner nationalism: “In South Africa we have never shared power. We fought the British, and 

our nationalism now is as strong as ever. We will do it again. We do not fear to fight as long as 

we don’t have to fight the Russians.”792 Brzezinski asked, “But who’s going to keep them out?” 

prompting Botha to reply, “if necessary, we will raise an army of a million men – black and 
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white.” Brzezinski remarked that the suggestion was feasible but represented a grim prospect. 

“Botha did not reply.”793 

 

Nor was this the only such signal conveyed to Pretoria. On February 3, Botha telephoned 

Assistant Secretary of State for African affairs Bill Schaufele to ask for clarification on the 

latter’s statement the previous night favoring majority rule in South Africa. Asked if the U.S. 

favors majority rule in South Africa as well as Namibia and Rhodesia, Schaufele replied, “we 

support the principle of majority rule throughout the region.”794 On May 10, Pik Botha spoke 

with deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher, expressing his extreme displeasure at the 

“continued torrent of insults” leveled against the Republic by the American ambassador to the 

UN, Andrew Young. Warren conveyed the news to Brzezinski. “Never in his experience had he 

come across the phenomenon of continued insults and derogatory remarks from a high official of 

another country.  

 

In the past, the State Department and the USG had always opposed South Africa policy, but in a 

way that they could handle…Increasing in his candor, [Botha] went on to say that the 

atmosphere in South Africa is very bad for Ambassador Young. The bad feeling is not restricted 

to the Afrikaner community, but is shared by the English as well.”795 These exchanges were not 

the sole determinant in establishing a link between nuclear proliferation and the future survival 

of the apartheid regime. But their timing and valence appear to have influenced South Africa’s 
 

793 Ibid. 
794 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977–1980, Volume XVI, Southern Africa, eds. Myra F. Burton and 
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Associated Press, Young replied ‘yeah’ when asked whether he considered the South African Government to be 
illegitimate.” See New York Times, April 16, 1977, p. 1. 



 253 

strategic thinking, particularly with respect to its perception of the United States as a reliable (or 

even neutral) partner. 

 

The Republic also struggled domestically. A recession had wracked the economy since 1976.796 

Adding fuel to the fire, the Soweto uprising of 16 June 1976 “entered South African political 

culture not as a massacre but as a proud and glorious rebellion…crystalliz[ing] a growing sense 

that white power was vulnerable.”797 In response, President Carter supported a mandatory arms 

embargo against the South African police and military, effectively banning the sale of all goods 

to those organization by November 1977. Sales of military spare parts were suspended, gray-area 

goods (such as civilian aircraft and computer systems) were sanctioned, and the government’s 

senior naval attaché was recalled from Pretoria. Furthermore, there were fears that the U.S. 

would act as a spoiler with respect to South Africa’s dealings with other nations.  

 

As an interagency intelligence assessment of August 18, 1977 noted, “In the past couple of 

years, things have not been going nearly so well for the Afrikaners.”798 The report listed the 

collapse of Portuguese colonial rule, backlash against minority rule in Rhodesia, international 

support for guerillas and communist-backed regimes in southwest-Africa, a deepening recession, 

the Angolan military failure, growing emigration, mounting international condemnation of 

apartheid, and deteriorating social disturbances as contributors to the regime’s malaise, 
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remarking that the government had had “few, if any, recent successes to demonstrate to its 

constituents that it is coping effectively with the country’s mounting problems.”799  

 

The National Party and its Afrikaner elite were forced to come to terms with what was now an 

existential threat against the future survival of the regime. The combination of challenges further 

demanded that white South Africans accept the failure of a decades-long attempt to 

“Afrikanerise” the majority population: “the nationalist establishment thus abandoned the quest 

for the Holy Grail of volkseie [national identity] in favor of a broader white solidarity. Afrikaners 

learned that, in the end, most of them favored Mammon over Mission.”800 In this context, a 

nuclear test was perceived as a potent expression of the National Party’s will to endure.  

 

On August 6, 1977, Soviet Chargé Vladillen Vasev delivered an oral message from Brezhnev to 

visiting Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher on the subject of the alleged nuclear test 

site in the Kalahari Desert. Raising fears of a chain-reaction of proliferation, Vasev’s message 

stressed the United States’ role in providing South Africa with “access to the latest research in 

the nuclear field,” alleging that the Republic “received and continues to receive nuclear 

equipment and materials.”801 Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher conveyed the 

 
799 Ibid. Emigration in particular had contributed to a “serious problem of attrition among the white military-age 
youth in South Africa.” By the late-1970s, the national service draft had doubled its conscription calls. See Walters, 
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801 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977–1980, Volume XVI, Southern Africa, eds. Myra F. Burton and 
Adam M. Howard. Washington: Government Printing Office, 2016. Document 288. Following the demarche, the 
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alleging that the latter had aided the republic in the manufacture of nuclear arms. The news was sufficiently 
alarming for the Secretary of State to warn Carter, “If Israeli-South African cooperation involves nuclear weapons 
technology or materiel, it would hold gravest potential consequences for both GOI and USG. Israel would be 
particularly vulnerable to charge that it had actively aided South African nuclear weapons development in order to 
obtain additional unsafeguarded natural uranium and in order to test its own weapons capability, thereby raising 
nuclear spectre both in Middle East and Southern Africa.” The telegram of August 17, 1977 further noted that 
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message to the American embassy in the Soviet Union on August 11, followed by an official 

reply by Secretary of State Vance on August 15.802 Replying to a memo from Brzezinski, Carter 

wrote, “Zbig – what we want is: no test – If they have to lie about what their plans were, let them 

do so—Let them save face.”803 Two days later, in a Telegram from the Department of State to 

the Embassy in South Africa, Vance asked the South African government to “find means to 

prove, in a publicly persuasive way, that you are not developing the Kalahari facility as a nuclear 

test site.”804 This was followed by another telegram on August 19, requesting that Foreign 

Minister Botha authorize a visit by a small U.S. technical team to the test site, preferably before 

the World Conference for Action Against Apartheid scheduled to begin in Lagos on August 

22.805   

 

An interagency intelligence assessment compiled on August 18 offered several internal 

motivations fueling the decision to test a nuclear program, arguing, “We believe that domestic 

 
Israel’s ambassador to the UN Chaim Herzog had declared his nation’s intention to skip the upcoming World 
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political concerns would argue in favor of testing; and that these concerns weigh more heavily 

than foreign policy considerations in a decision whether or not to test.”806 The briefing noted, 

however, that “Vorster might well be persuaded to delay a test for a short time if there were 

indications that a major turnaround in U.S. policy toward South Africa was possible,” adding 

“threats would, in our judgment, be more likely to harden South African determination.”807  

 

The cleavage point would lie in the response of hardliners in the Vorster cabinet and public 

opinion; “the Afrikaner electorate would not be much impressed by anything short of a test shot; 

and the Vorster inner circle would be aware of this need for a demonstration effect.”808 That 

same day, the state department forwarded a telegram to the British embassy, the French embassy, 

and the White House, recounting South African Foreign Minister Pik Botha’s reaction upon 

being confronted with news of the Kalahari test site. “Botha’s initial reaction was one of outrage. 

He said he was shocked by the ‘arrogance of the message.’ He denounced the demarche as one 

more indication of how the Carter administration is trying to strangle South Africa.”809 The 

response appeared to support the general implications of the intelligence assessment.  

 

Then on 23 August 1977, two weeks after receiving the Soviet satellite intelligence, Carter 

announced, “South Africa has informed U.S. that they do not have and do not intend to develop 

nuclear explosives for any purpose, either peaceful or as a weapon; that the Kalahari test site, 

which has been in question, is not designed for use to test nuclear explosives; and that no nuclear 
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explosive test will be taken in South Africa now or in the future.”810 The statement was 

intriguing in that it did not prevent South Africa from cooperating with other nations to conduct 

an extraterritorial nuclear test, nor did it stop the Republic from obtaining a nuclear device in 

collaboration with another state.811  

 

It appeared as a face-saving measure for both the U.S. government (which for one reason or the 

other had failed to raise the alarm at the prospect of an impending South African nuclear test) 

and Vorster, who had been provided a convenient explanation for his country’s activities. 

Indeed, the Kalahari incident appears to have “had the effect of easing president Carter’s human 

rights policy of putting pressure on South Africa to reform apartheid.”812 The president was 

forced to publicize the event before the State Department was ready because of news that the 

ABC network had received word of the event and planned on airing an imminent report.813  

 

The sudden shift in tone from accusatory to reconciliatory appears to have resulted from the 

intervention of National Security Adviser Brzezinski, who had been tasked by the president to 

prevent a nuclear test at all costs. In an August 20 telegram from the State Department to 

multiple diplomatic posts, Vance appears to change his approach, stating. “We do not wish press 

SAG into intransigent position on this point given difficulty of time factor. We are therefore 
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prepared accept certain assurances from them if made in proper terms…we will at this time take 

South Africa’s word concerning its nuclear program.”814  

 

Vance further stated that the U.S. would “appreciate receiving their affirmation” that the South 

African government did not intend to develop nuclear explosives (peaceful or otherwise), that 

the test site was not intended for nuclear explosives, and that no nuclear testing would take place 

in South Africa. The reversal was rather surprising but was seized upon by Botha and his deputy 

Brand Fourie, who expressed “no willingness to invite an on-site inspection of the Kalahari 

site”815 but granted the requested affirmations.816 The South African delegation further 

insinuated that “it would help a great deal if the U.S. and SA could discuss South Africa’s 

nuclear fuel requirements and reach some kind of an understanding.”817 

 

Ultimately, the reconciliatory approach failed to yield the concessions the Carter administration 

had sought. Instead of incentivizing reforms to apartheid and neutralizing Pretoria’s nuclear 

ambitions, the combination of rigid economic sanctions and the sudden about-face on the 

Kalahari incident only solidified the political value of the bomb. Economic penalties and 

diplomatic isolation may have been intended as a means of weakening an undesirable regime, 

but they also helped strengthen Afrikaner resolve and rally the white population around the flag. 

Having received advance warning that the incoming Carter administration would take a harsher 
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stance against minority-rule governments, Vorster and his cabinet leveraged an anti-American 

assault in such a way that the “cut-off of U.S. supplies actually bolstered Vorster’s re-election 

campaign.”818 On the nuclear issue, the Republic rejected secret talks to trade ratification of the 

NPT in exchange for nuclear fuel to the SAFARI and Koeberg reactors, economic assistance, 

and the promises of future diplomatic exchanges.819  

 

Furthermore, “the punitive measures applied by the Carter administration were only minor 

irritants.”820 Minister of Finance Owen Horwood rejected calls to ratify the NPT as an intrusion 

of South African sovereignty, declaring, “South Africa has succeeded to an astonishing degree in 

withstanding the sustained onslaught on her spiritual values and her economy…those who would 

disturb our domestic security must suffer the consequences…If we wish to do things with our 

nuclear potential, we will jolly well do so according to our own decisions and our own 

judgement. America cannot pressure us. We will not allow it”821 Intuiting greater political slack 

from Washington than from Pretoria, Prime Minister Vorster also took advantage of the Carter 

administration’s half-hearted admonition, using the incident in a stump speech before the 

National Party Congress later that month. “If these things continue and do not stop, the time will 

arrive when South Africa will have no option – small as it is – but to say to the world: ‘so far and 

no further. Do your damnedest if you wish.’”822  
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Vorster called an election in November 1977, 18 months earlier than constitutionally required. 

Speaking to a National Party rally at Pietermaritzburg on November 24, 1977, the Prime 

Minister wedded the language of survival to a rebuke of the West’s recent criticism, stirring up 

elements of evangelical nationalism among the white electorate: “It is the grand strategy of the 

communists to subvert not only other Countries in Africa, but the southern tip of Africa…small 

as we are, and with what we’ve got, we will defend this country to the last man, because we will 

not only be doing it for ourselves; we will be doing it for the free world and for Christianity.”823  

 

His coalition of support was further strengthened by “an influx of disillusioned white immigrants 

from other parts of Africa,” giving him the backing of over 80 percent of the white electorate.824 

Vorster won what was at the time the largest majority in South African parliamentary history, 

with the National Party capturing 134 seats (compared to a combined 30 held by all other 

opposition parties).825 The Kalahari incident was thus perceived as a victory for nuclear 

diplomacy and a strong rebuke of the West, having apparently pressed an otherwise-unyielding 

president into dampening his rhetoric and even providing a degree of diplomatic cover to the 

beleaguered Republic. 

 

The regime received “kudos, domestically and internationally, from a demonstrated nuclear 

weapons capability.”826 As Richard Betts noted in his assessment of the situation, the test was “a 
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way of highlighting Afrikaner power and determination, a demonstration that apartheid is here to 

stay and that the world must deal gingerly with Pretoria.”827 Other contemporary accounts shared 

Betts’ appraisal: “From the South African perspective…the Soviet demarche had clearly 

accomplished the same purpose as an actual test. The world now believed that South Africa 

possessed the atomic bomb. If it had no such bomb, it had the deterrent value.”828 

 

Why did the Carter administration adopt the posture that it did? By President Carter’s own hand, 

it appears that the short-term desire to prevent a nuclear test at all costs outweighed the long-

term demonstration effect that was internalized by the South African regime. Offering Pretoria 

some room to maneuver might therefore have been intended to prevent a test and curb other such 

“irresponsible behavior.”829 Another potential explanation is provided by Carter’s ambassador to 

the UN. No friend to the apartheid regime, Young nonetheless laid out a rhetoric for the 

administration’s logic. “I think by maintaining some kind of relationship, we do have the 

possibility of influencing them to sign the non-proliferation treaty and accepting all safeguards ... 

if you break the relationship altogether, there is no way to monitor and it is almost because you 

can’t trust them that you have to stay close to them.”830  

 

A final explanation may involve Carter’s desire to implement and enforce the NPT. This too 

ultimately backfired: “in April 1978, a formal decision was taken to develop a limited nuclear 
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capacity.”831 The “humiliation factor” (sensing the United States was dictating policy to another 

sovereign state) appears to have strengthened Pretoria’s resolve to proliferate,832 helped along by 

the perception that U.S. sensitivity towards nuclear weapons could be used to reap strategic 

benefits.833  

 

In Pretoria, the intensity of the American reaction puzzled Afrikaner policymakers, given their 

prior assumption that the U.S. would not interfere with the affairs of a state that viewed itself as 

an anti-communist bulwark.“Western alarm over the prospective test in 1977 showed white 

South Africans how much potential influence that have in the nuclear threat.”834 With its back 

against the wall, the regime ostensibly perceived its planned test as a commensurate and 

legitimate response aimed at offsetting the regional and domestic foes that increasingly 

aggrieved it. Initially, “South African leaders were confident there would be little or no 

international outrage over an overt ‘declaration by detonation.”835  

 

 
831 Van Wyk, Anna-Mart. "South African nuclear development in the 1970s: a non-proliferation conundrum?" The 

International History Review 40.5 (2018): 1166. As noted earlier, Defense Minister Botha “initiated discussions in 
respect of the possibility of creating nuclear weapons for the RSA” as early as 1975. Ibid. 
832 Pabian, Frank V. "South Africa's nuclear weapon program: Lessons for U.S. non-proliferation policy." The Non-

proliferation Review 3.1 (1995): 5. Pabian further emphasizes this point by drawing a parallel to the Iraqi nuclear 
effort: “the Iraqi nuclear weapon program received new impetus following the humiliation of the Israeli bombing of 
the Osirak reactor in 1981.” Ibid. 
833 Curiously, this was not the only time that the Carter administration provided South Africa cover for a nuclear 
incident. Following a suspected nuclear explosion in September 1979, the administration demurred from blaming 
South Africa. As Moore notes, “during the 1977 Kalahari and 1979 South Atlantic nuclear test [sic] incidents, both 
the United States and South Africa could be seen to be promoting uncertainty about South Africa’s nuclear weapons 
plans.” Scientists tasked with uncovering the source of the explosion criticized a panel meeting on the so-called Vela 
incident, calling it “an exercise in distraction…these people have tried as much as they have to discredit the 
findings.” See: Moore, J. D. L. South Africa and Nuclear Proliferation: South Africa’s Nuclear Capabilities and 

Intentions in the Context of International Non-Proliferation Policies. Springer, 1987: 143. Emphasis in original; 
Richelson, Jeffrey. Spying on the bomb: American nuclear intelligence from Nazi Germany to Iran and North 

Korea. WW Norton & Company, 2007: 301. 
834 Betts, Richard K. "A diplomatic bomb for South Africa?" International Security 4.2 (1979): 107. 
835 Horton, Roy E. Out of (South) Africa: Pretoria's Nuclear Weapons Experience. Institute for National Security 
Studies, U.S. Air Force Academy, 1999: 6. 
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Indeed, India had conducted a similar experiment with little in terms of long-term diplomatic 

backlash.836 Pretoria could therefore be forgiven for confusing American intentions and 

objectives. After all, the Afrikaner scientific and political communities were fully aware of the 

debt owed to the United States, without whose support (through Atoms for Peace and beyond) 

the Republic would never have managed to establish an indigenous nuclear program. Speaking 

to the issue in 1976, Ampie Roux commented that most of the AEC’s equipment was American, 

pointing out, “even our nuclear philosophy, although unmistakably our own, owes much to the 

thinking of American nuclear scientists.”837 

 

The regime practiced what it perceived to be a legitimate right, one that was even regulated by 

Article V of the NPT. The vacillating American response served to alienate Pretoria but also 

taught the Afrikaner leadership that the program could be used for international-political benefit. 

“The South Africans felt that the appearance of the nuclear issue might finally generate the 

technology guarantees they wanted.”838 Nor was this a particularly new insight: as early as 1979, 

Richard Betts warned that increasing the apartheid regime’s insecurity would encourage “bomb 

mischief as a means of counterpressure bargaining.”839 Reflecting on the impact of Carter-era 

policies, Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Richard Moose went as far as to muse 

 
836 As noted by Waldo Stumpf and other members of the nuclear hierarchy, the Republic was embittered by the 
difference in reactions. “No such action was taken against India after it tested a nuclear explosive device in 1974 and 
New Delhi continued to refuse to join the NPT.” See Stumpf, Waldo. "South Africa's nuclear weapons program: 
From deterrence to dismantlement." Arms Control Today 25.10 (1995): 5. 
837 Hoagland, James. “South Africa, with U.S. Aid, Near A-Bomb.” Washington Post. 16 February 1977: 12.  
838 Bissell, Richard E. South Africa and the United States: the erosion of an influence relationship. New York: 
Praeger, 1982: 112. 
839 Betts, Richard K. "A diplomatic bomb for South Africa?" International Security 4.2 (1979): 111. 
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that the subsequent easing of anti-apartheid measures “de facto may have” strengthened the 

regime, allowing it to reciprocate by offering assistance on other regional issues.840  

 

The lesson was quickly taken to heart. As Betts notes, “One South African foreign policy analyst 

claimed…that there had been virtually no interest in the nuclear option among white South 

African elites before the test flap, but very voluble discussion of it afterward.”841 As noted by 

Foreign Minister Pik Botha, the only question left was “when and how to cash in [the] nuclear 

bargaining chip for whatever advantage it might bring.”842 The following section discusses the 

internalization of this lesson under Prime Minister P.W. Botha’s rule, particularly as it came to 

be defined under the latter’s conception of the “Total Onslaught” against the South African 

Republic.  

P.W. Botha, the Total Onslaught, and the Total Strategy 

As noted above, the lessons learned from the Kalahari incident were put to good use by the 

National Party and the Vorster administration, resulting in a boost for the otherwise-struggling 

regime. However, Vorster’s victory was short-lived. The Prime Minister had been driven to 

exhaustion by years of political strife. On August 29, 1978, Vorster was hospitalized for 

exhaustion and bronchitis. Interviewed by Die Burger on September 11 (five days after his 

 
840 Schraeder, Peter J. United States foreign policy toward Africa: Incrementalism, crisis and change. Vol. 31. 
Cambridge University Press, 1994: 308. According to Moose, Carter’s zeal to secure South Africa’s accession to the 
NPT may have served as a blinder for the president’s overall non-proliferation stance. In addition to providing some 
diplomatic support for Pretoria’s Kalahari misadventure, the administration prevented a nuclear cooperation ban 
from passing in the UN that same year. See Van Wyk, Anna-Mart. "South African nuclear development in the 
1970s: a non-proliferation conundrum?" The International History Review 40.5 (2018): 1165. 
841 Ibid. 
842 Long, William J., and Suzette R. Grillot. "Ideas, beliefs, and nuclear policies: The cases of South Africa and 
Ukraine." The Non-proliferation Review 7.1 (2000): 32. 
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release from hospital), he lamented, “I’m like champagne without its sparkle.”843 That same 

month, Vorster declared his intention to step down as Prime Minister and fill the largely 

symbolic role of state president. His plans would be interrupted by “the biggest and most 

exciting power struggle in the country’s political history.”844 

 

The contest would greatly strengthen the hand of Pretoria’s “securocrats,” notably Defense 

Minister P.W. Botha. In a few short years, the balance of power would shift away from the 

Republic’s department of information (and its main patron, Prime Minister Vorster) towards a 

cadre of the Afrikaner elite who would transform the state’s domestic and foreign policy into a 

nuclear-armed laager. The situation began with a series of tactical errors that would harm the 

standing of the Republic’s powerful head of state security, General Hendrik van den Bergh. van 

den Bergh was responsible for the Republic’s incursion into Angola, which he had bolstered 

using “CIA promises of support for a massive pincer attack in Luanda: South Africa and Savimbi 

[UNITA] from the south and Holden Roberto [FNLA] from the north-east with American 

equipment.”845 Such support never materialized, and the military high command ultimately held 

van den Bergh and his Bureau of State Security (BOSS) personally accountable for “misleading 

them about the extent of American support for the covert SADF operation.”846 The outcome 

threatened Vorster, who closely relied on the general as his deputy. 

 

 
843 Ries, Alf, and Ebbe Dommisse. Broedertwis: die verhaal van die 1982-skeuring in die Nasionale Party. 
Tafelberg, 1982: 9. 
844 Ibid, 10.  
845 Rees, Mervyn, and Chris Day. Muldergate: The story of the info scandal. International Specialized Book Service 
Incorporated, 1980: 195. 
846 Pottinger, Brian. The Imperial Presidency: PW Botha, the First 10 Years. Southern Book Publishers, 1988: 46.  
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Adding to Vorster’s domestic troubles, van den Bergh’s internal security apparatus (BOSS) was 

again caught off-guard, failing to anticipate the strength and virulence of opposition that boiled 

over in Soweto less than three months later. The organization’s bravado evaporated, dispelling 

boasts of a security services with eyes and ears on every facet of South African life. The 

development further damaged the “information faction” of van den Bergh, Rhoodie, and Mulder, 

who had seen themselves as Prime Minister Vorster’s natural successors. The bloc’s weaknesses 

became increasing apparent to the defense faction led by the SADF general staff and their 

Defense Minister, P.W. Botha. Affectionately dubbed “Piet Wapon” (Pete the Gun) by his NP 

colleagues, Botha was increasingly aware of the chaos facing the ruling faction, who were 

“virtually rudderless” under the facet of Vorster’s iron-fisted control. “Afrikaner intellectual 

circles were rife with discussions of the possibility of a coup d’état. Indeed, the SADF General 

Staff reportedly sent a memorandum to Botha pressing for a change of government and hinting at 

the possibility of a coup.”847 But such insinuations ultimately came to naught; though weakened, 

Vorster retained control over the military apparatus and, more importantly, the nuclear program.  

 

The final strike against the information faction would occur in the immediate aftermath of the 

Prime Minister’s Kalahari-induced surge in popularity. The Information Scandal (dubbed 

“Muldergate” by the press), “represented an attempt to penetrate the internal political process of 

the United States in a relatively sophisticated fashion, and to force a change in U.S. policies 

toward South Africa through domestic channels…since the normal channels of influence such as 

 
847 Bissell, Richard E. South Africa and the United States: the erosion of an influence relationship. New York: 
Praeger, 1982: 224. There have been speculations with respect to Botha’s role in the illumination of the scandal, a 
political crisis that sunk the careers of both his immediate predecessor and his strongest political challenger. As 
noted by Robert Jaster, “a widespread, though unsubstantiated, belief among press and government people is that the 
early leaks about the affair came from South Africa’s military in a surreptitious move to undermine Mulder’s 
candidacy for the premiership and boost the chances of their favorite, Defense Minister P.W. Botha. See: Jaster, 
Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 33. 
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diplomatic bargaining had been closed down by the Carter administration, the South Africans 

naturally turned to more indirect forms of influence.”848 Named after its minister, the scandal 

revealed that Mulder, Rhoodie, and the department of information had secretly diverted funds 

from the defense budget to sponsor pro-South African messaging in the Washington Star and the 

English-language newspaper The Citizen.849  

 

The situation complicated Vorster’s succession plans, as he had intended to nominate Mulder as 

Prime Minister before seeking his retirement. Sensing his vulnerability, the Prime Minister 

switched his support over to minister of foreign affairs Pik Botha.850 “Fighting like dogs around 

a bone,”851 the Rand Daily Journal described several frantic but abortive attempts by Mulder to 

neutralize the third candidate, going as far as to offer Pik Botha “the leadership of the Transvaal 

NP if the latter would withdraw in his favor.”852 Despite his efforts, Mulder narrowly lost the 

title of hoofleier [party leader] to Defense Minister P.W. Botha, earning 74 votes to the latter’s 

98.853 He became Prime Minister on October 9, 1978.854 

 
848 Ibid, 40. 
849 The scandal would eventually claim the political lives of Vorster, van den Bergh, Rhoodie, and even Mulder. 
Rhoodie fled to Ecuador in 1978, moving to the UK in March 1979 in an unsuccessful attempt to seek political 
asylum. He then traveled to France where he was arrested, extradited, and sentenced to six years in prison. See 
“Africa Propaganda Mastermind Gets 6 Years for Fraud.” The Tennessean. October 9, 1979. p. 10; J. Brooks 
Spector, “Apartheid's InfoGate, fresh and relevant after all these years.” Daily Maverick. January 29, 2013.  
850 He would later describe the move as “one of the biggest mistakes I made in my life, if not my biggest.” See: 
Rhoodie, Eschel Mostert. PW Botha: The Last Betrayal. SA Politics, 1989: 43. By changing his support, Vorster 
essentially split the Transvaal vote for Mulder and exposed himself to political damage, as the similarly implicated 
information minister could have provided him the best protection against backlash from the ongoing scandal. 
851 Rees, Mervyn, and Chris Day. Muldergate: The story of the info scandal. International Specialized Book Service 
Incorporated, 1980: 69. 
852 O'meara, Dan. Forty lost years: The apartheid state and the politics of the National Party, 1948-1994. Ravan 
Press of South Africa, 1996: 237. 
853 In the final internal ballot, Botha only won by a margin of 78 to 72. Mulder resigned as minister of information 
on November 8, 1978, but later returned as a candidate for the rival Conservative Party, being elected to the 
Volksraad in the 1987 election. See Ibid: 240. 
854 Muldergate bore a passing resemblance to another political scandal, the Israeli Lavon Affair. Both allowed a pro-
nuclear head of state to consolidate control over the state’s defense establishment. They present an interesting lesson 
for embattled states: just as war represents the continuation of politics by other means, so too does nuclear 
proliferation offer an alternative means of continuing diplomacy with a superordinate state.  
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Botha’s emergence as leader was initially tenuous, having inherited a divided and at-times 

openly factional National Party still threatened by the implications of the information scandal. 

Facing pressure from the verkrampte right wing, Botha sought “to demonstrate to the white 

electorate that he was a tough, uncompromising leader.”855 Seeking to tie loose ends, P.W. Botha 

appears to have intervened in the Erasmus Commission (the authority tasked to investigate the 

scandal), convincing its namesake Judge Nathan Erasmus to reverse course and implicate 

former-Prime Minister Vorster as one of the masterminds of the irregularities.856 Having been 

denied a plea to review the Commission’s findings, Vorster was forced to resign the state 

presidency less than eight months after having assumed office.”857  

 

The scandal’s denouement slightly improved Botha’s immediate prospects but created another 

source of tension, as Vorster would spend the remaining four years of his life in “a private 

vendetta against his successor, threatening on more than one occasion to return to politics and to 

lead the fight against Botha’s reforms.”858 Though the succession struggle fell short of an 

outright putsch, Botha’s rise to power left enduring resentments within the Afrikaner leadership. 

The disgraced Rhoodie went as far as to allege that “the whole affair was an elaborately 

orchestrated coup d’état by P.W. Botha,” claiming that the Defense Minister had been fully 

aware of the goings-on revealed by the information scandal.859  

 

 
855 Jaster, Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 
90. 
856 Pottinger, Brian. The Imperial Presidency: PW Botha, the First 10 Years. Southern Book Publishers, 1988: 24. 
857 O'meara, Dan. Forty lost years: The apartheid state and the politics of the National Party, 1948-1994. Ravan 
Press of South Africa, 1996: 243 
858 Ibid. 
859 Ibid, 245. 
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The allegation was not entirely without merit; Botha’s attempts to strengthen his hold on power 

increasingly took on autocratic characteristics. On November 20, just over a month after 

becoming Prime Minister, he consolidated control over the troublesome BOSS, assigning it a 

cabinet portfolio to be managed by the Prime Minister. The move allowed Botha to 

simultaneously hold the position of head of state, minister of defense, and de facto head of state 

security.860 BOSS’s successor organization (the National Intelligence Service) was headed by 

Neil Barnard, who would later contribute to the Republic’s three-phase nuclear strategy. In the 

first phase, the Republic would retain strategic uncertainty with the nuclear program to prevent 

international backlash and sanctions. Should threats continue to escalate, South Africa would 

then “quietly reveal its nuclear capability to leading Western governments, principally the United 

States,”861 even inviting limited inspections “if they expressed doubts about the existence of our 

nuclear arsenal.”862 Should phase two prove ineffective, the would then resort to a public 

demonstration, conducting two underground nuclear tests and (if need be) a third 1000 

kilometers south over the Atlantic Ocean. This would signal the regime’s willingness to use 

nuclear weapons and urge the United States to intervene in the Republic’s favor.  

 

As Purkitt and Burgess note, “in 1994, the public revelation that there was an underground 

bunker in a military building in Pretoria fuelled speculation that leaders of this era may have also 

envisioned a stage four, the actual use of these weapons, if South African leaders found their 

backs against a wall. The bunker added credibility to lingering suspicions among many ANC 
 

860 O'Brien, Kevin A. The South African intelligence services: from apartheid to democracy, 1948-2005. Routledge, 
2010. Frank Pabian remarks that Botha’s power consolidation was “effectively equivalent to being President of the 
United States as well as Secretary of Defense and Director of Central Intelligence, but without the checks and 
balances of a strong independent legislature or judiciary.” See Pabian, Frank V. "South Africa's nuclear weapon 
program: Lessons for U.S. non-proliferation policy." The Non-proliferation Review 3.1 (1995): 17f. 
861 “Meeting of Ad Hoc Cabinet Committee Under the Chairmanship of the Honourable State President,” September 
03, 1985, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive. 
862 Liberman, Peter. "The rise and fall of the South African bomb." International Security 26.2 (2001): 56. 
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leaders and supporters that the Afrikaner-dominated government may have planned to use 

nuclear weapons against black South Africans or ANC opponents in neighboring states.”863 This 

was noted in a 1979 edition of Sechaba, the official organ of the ANC: “The development of 

nuclear weapons would be used to demonstrate to supporters in the country that the regime could 

stand alone in defiance of world opinion and internal opposition.”864 The allegation remains 

dubious, but the discovery of missile trajectories targeting ANC rebel bases as far as Lusaka 

fanned fears of a last resort scorched-earth policy.865 While contemporary analysts viewed the 

strategy as having an “air of unreality,”866 its objective in the context of the Total Strategy was 

unambiguous, serving as an instrument of regime survival aimed at entrapping US support.867  

 

Further reforms came in March 1979, when he integrated several political and administrative 

bodies under the banner of implementing the Total Strategy.868 The move centralized power in 

the office of the Prime Minister, reducing the supervisory role of both the parliament and the 

cabinet, removing 16 of the latter’s advisory committees and leaving four.869 Of these four, 

Botha headed the National Security committee, which gained powers to manage the State 

Security Council and the National Security Management System, established on August 16 in 

 
863 Purkitt, Helen E., and Stephen F. Burgess. South Africa's weapons of mass destruction. Indiana University Press, 
2005: 80; Albright, David. "South Africa’s secret nuclear weapons." Isis Report 1.4 (1994): 15. 
864 Sechaba. The Nuclear Conspiracy: FRG Collaborates to Strengthen Apartheid. Vol. 9 No. 11/12. (Lusaka: ANC, 
Nov-Dec1975): 22. 
865 South African nuclear scientist Andre Buys notes that some in the program “would argue differently, they would 
say fight to the bitter end.” But he notes, “there was no strategy for that,” as it would be tantamount to suicide. See: 
Liberman, Peter. "The rise and fall of the South African bomb." International Security 26.2 (2001): 57. 
866 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 28. 
867 Horton, Roy E. Out of (South) Africa: Pretoria's Nuclear Weapons Experience. Institute for National Security 
Studies, US Air Force Academy, 1999: 25.  
868 Davies, Robert, and Dan O'meara. "Total strategy in Southern Africa: an analysis of South African regional 
policy since 1978." Journal of Southern African Studies 11.2 (1985): 191. 
869 Ibid, 192. The reforms left four cabinet advisory committees covering National Security, Constitutional, 
Economic, and Social Affairs. All four were run by a government minister appointed by Botha. 
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order to integrate the army, police, and intelligence services.870 On nuclear policy, Botha 

established the Witvlei (White Marsh) committee in 1978, consisting of himself (as Prime 

Minister and Minister of Defense) the Ministers of Finance, Minerals & Energy, and Foreign 

Affairs, as well as the heads of the parastatal ARMSCOR, the AEB, and the SADF.871 In his 

second term in office, Botha passed the South African Constitution of 1983 (approved by a 

66.3% majority of white voters in a referendum held on November 2, 1983), abolishing the 

office of the Prime Minister and replacing it with a state presidency.  

 

What had contributed to the power vacuum that weakened the National Party, hastened the 

ouster of Vorster, and made Botha’s succession unstable? A structural disadvantage was 

introduced by the exiting Prime Minister, who had broken with the principle of collective cabinet 

leadership practiced by his Westminster-inspired predecessors. By allowing individual ministers 

ever-increasing latitude to undertake initiatives “without even informing the cabinet,” Vorster 

had contributed both to the Information Scandal and the succeeding weaknesses that would 

plague the National Party and its hold on power. In this vacuum, the “organizational virtuoso” 

Botha managed to centralize power “at several levels, much different from the ad hoc approach 

to government characterized by Vorster and H.E. Verwoerd.”872 

 

The nuclear program proved to be quite helpful for stabilizing the early period of Botha’s rule. 

For the new Prime Minister and the Verligte camp of the National Party, the bomb helped set the 

pace of the reforms they had envisioned, allowing for moderate steps away from the harshest 

apartheid policies whilst maintaining their hardline foreign policy stance. A nuclear-armed 
 

870 Ibid, 194. 
871 Liberman, Peter. "The rise and fall of the South African bomb." International Security 26.2 (2001): 53. 
872 Grundy, Kenneth W. The militarization of South African politics. IB Tauris, 1986: 35. 
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Pretoria was able to leverage its nuclear program to inoculate against sudden regime collapse, 

under the logic that the international community would prefer apartheid to a power vacuum or a 

nuclear-armed majority regime with the capacity to transfer bombs and nuclear technology to 

unfriendly states. The combination provided a degree of legitimacy that helped preserve the 

regime throughout Botha’s rule. Speaking to the House of Assembly on January 31, 1978, the 

then-Defense Minister proclaimed, “South Africa is experiencing unprecedented intervention on 

the part of the superpowers…South Africa is also experiencing double standards on the part of 

certain Western bodies in their behavior towards her.”873 Such a demonstration of total isolation 

served as the catalyst for expanding a dedicated weapons program.874 

 

As noted above, Botha’s stance on nuclear weapons dated back to the collapse of the Portuguese 

empire. As Defense Minister, Botha coined the concept of “Total Onslaught” to describe the 

Republic’s internal and external security environment. In this context, He suggested that Pretoria 

seek every means at its disposal to endure, relying on the practice of kragdadigheid (brute force) 

to bolster the minority’s hold on power. As noted by Louw Alberts (then vice-president of the 

AEB), kragdadigheid involved using “the nuclear option when facing insurmountable odds.”875 

In the South African National Intelligence Service, Botha protégé Dr. Neil Barnard made a 

similar argument: “Although nuclear strategy is no fool-proof formula for survival, it offers a 

helpful method to stabilize international relations in an uncertain world.”876  

 
 

873 Grundy, Kenneth W. The militarization of South African politics. IB Tauris, 1986: 11. 
874 Howlett, Darryl, and John Simpson. "Nuclearization and denuclearisation in South Africa." Survival 35.3 (1993): 
155. 
875 Discussion of the matter was brought to a close by Prime Minister Botha’s ultimatum to the South African House 
of Assembly: “we must adapt or die.” See Albright, David, and Andrea Stricker. "Revisiting South Africa's Nuclear 
Weapons Program: Its History, Dismantlement, and Lessons for Today." (2016): 13. 
876 Barnard, Neil. “The Deterrent Strategy of Nuclear Weapons.” Journal for Contemporary History and 

International Relations. 2, (September 1977): 74-97. 
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Nuclear weapons came to be seen as part of the response to the Total Onslaught, a concept 

dubbed “Total National Strategy” in the 1977 White Paper on Defense. The Total Strategy 

stemmed from “the sense of an all-out threat to South Africa’s survival; a belief that its enemies 

are directed by the Soviet Union; a feeling of having been abandoned by the West; and a fear of 

massive conventional attack.”877 It came a few months after the UN Security Council enacted a 

mandatory arms embargo against the Republic under Resolution 418.878 “For many white South 

Africans, the case for the existence of a multi-dimensional onslaught against the Republic had 

taken concrete form.”879 

 

Nuclear policy, then seen as “a growing – if clandestine – feature of Total Strategy”880 came to 

feature in president Botha’s strategic framework. As noted in the analysis of William Gutteridge, 

“Successive defense white papers in 1977, 1978, and 1979 have demonstrated that planning is 

being based on the ‘worse case’ in which the Republic would be subjected to a violent assault 

from inside and outside at the same time.”881 Under such circumstances, the South African 

policy appears to have emulated the strategic language of French general André Beaufre, 

including, under the most extreme circumstances, “the possibility of the use of nuclear 

weapons.”882  

 
877 Flournoy, Michele A., and Kurt M. Campbell. "South Africa’s Bomb – a Military Option." Orbis-a Journal Of 

World Affairs 32.3 (1988): 394. 
878 The resolution made the voluntary arms embargo (in place since 1963) mandatory. See Reiss, Mitchell. Without 

the bomb: The politics of nuclear non-proliferation. New York: Columbia University Press, 1988: 177. 
879 Alden, Chris. Apartheid's last stand: the rise and fall of the South African security state. Macmillan Press, 1996: 
49. 
880 Ibid, 97. 
881 Gutteridge, William. "South Africa's defense posture." The World Today 36.1 (1980): 28. 
882 Walters, Ronald W. South Africa and the bomb: responsibility and deterrence. Lexington Books, 1987: 67. 
Nuclear use would represent a highly unlikely but technically possible approach to stopping an overwhelming 
incursion. Per Walters, “if conventional arms are rendered ineffective in destroying the bands of infiltrators, then 
low-yield nuclear weapons might be utilized with the objective of eliminating all hostile populations in the target 
area.” Ibid, 70. Such an option was dismissed by Kurt Campbell as “a desperate and suicidal use of nuclear power in 
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The framework was further elaborated in 1984, which claimed that South Africa had created “a 

successful strategy of deterrence…[making it] possible to conduct future negotiations in a calm 

and relaxed atmosphere, thereby gaining time in which the negotiating process can develop.”883 

Though Botha represented the (relatively) liberal camp of the National Party, the nuance appears 

to have been lost on the Carter administration, with UN ambassador Andrew Young remarking 

that the new Prime Minister would have to be “dragged kicking and screaming into the twentieth 

century.”884 Indeed, “any voice in the U.S. executive branch that defended the military value of 

South Africa to the United States was stilled during the Carter years.”885 Such a stance further 

contributed to the Total Onslaught mindset, all-but ensuring that bilateral relations would be just 

as sour as they had been under Vorster. 

 

One of Carter’s initial overtures to Botha serves as an indicative example of this. A move 

intended to be perceived as a potential diplomatic opening backfired severely when president 

Carter offered to collaborate with the USSR to resolve the Rhodesian and Namibian conflicts. 

“Not only did this signal confuse the South Africans, but it alarmed them as much as the Vance-

Gromyko statement on the Middle East startled the Israelis.”886 The South African government 

perceived its anti-Soviet stance as one of the few remaining shared ideological platforms still in 

alignment with the United States. Loss of this stance represented a radical change, incentivizing 

the Republic’s go-it-alone strategy.  

 
as you would a scalpel, cutting away what you don’t want and leaving the rest unaffected.” Campbell, Kurt M. "The 
Soldiers of Apartheid." SAIS Review 8.1 (1988): 55-56. 
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Sensing a strategic blunder, Secretary of State Vance attempted to backtrack, adding, “We have 

no wish to see the whites driven from the homes of their forebears.” The statement only served 

to pour fuel on the fire, with an indignant South African Broadcasting Corporation declaring, 

“There is no power on earth…that can drive the white man from the home of his forebears – 

established in an unsettled country more than three centuries ago at a time when Mr. Vance’s 

forebears were establishing theirs in North America. The white man has every entitlement (in no 

way dependent on Washington’s wishes) to remain here.”887 The response harkened to D.F. 

Malan’s tribal-nationalistic rhetoric; “The English of Rhodesia and South Africa and the 

Germans in Namibia still have a European home of sorts. The Afrikaners have none.”888 The 

interactions between the two states shifted drastically under Ronald Reagan and the policy of 

constructive engagement led by Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Chester Crocker. 

This will be explored in the following section. 

Constructive Engagement 

The 1980s brought South Africa a period of reprieve from western pressure.889 Pretoria now 

faced three relatively friendly Western leaders: Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom, 

Ronald Reagan in the United States, and Helmut Kohl in West Germany. Even the Socialist 

 
887 South African Broadcasting Corporation 22 June 1978, in SA Digest 30 June 1978: 21. Speaking to SADF 
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our hunting ground. The Afrikaner is the white tribe of Africa.” Campbell, Kurt M. "The Soldiers of Apartheid." 
SAIS Review 8.1 (1988): 48. 
888 de St Jorre, John. "Inside the Laager: White Power in South Africa." Foreign Affairs. 55 (1976): 173; Chari, P. R. 
"South Africa's Nuclear Option." India International Centre Quarterly 3.4 (1976): 221. 
889 This represents a departure from previous work correlating the Republic’s nuclear activities to declining 
international relations throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Liberman, for example, writes that the deterioration of 
relations in both decades culminated in “near-excommunication from Western nuclear suppliers, markets, and 
scientific forums.” See Liberman, Peter. "The rise and fall of the South African bomb." International Security 26.2 
(2001): 48. 
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Mitterrand embraced policies that retained the status quo.890 Before then, Pretoria was not seen 

as “important enough to warrant Washington DC compromising its political stance on apartheid. 

The Republic was expendable.”891 Throughout the Reagan administration, steps were taken to 

reduce pressure on South Africa, blocking “growing demands in Congress for sanctions” against 

the Republic.892 Under constructive engagement, relations between the two states reverted back 

to the standard practised under the Nixon administration’s National Security Study 

Memorandum 39.893 Indeed, “Reagan administration officials sent signals to the Botha regime 

that the U.S. was willing to turn a blind eye to American industries and scientists as the South 

Africans built up their defense industries.”894 

 

Constructive engagement had a positive impact on South Africa, providing the regime with 

tangible benefits throughout Reagan’s first term in office. In a Foreign Affairs article published 

in 1980, Crocker ruled out economic sanctions related to gray-area exports.895 The U.S. also 

provided diplomatic aid, helping to reduce some of the international pressure brought on to the 

apartheid regime. Writing in 1981, Crocker noted, “Any serious effort to cope with the problem 

of nuclear proliferation by South Africa must take cognizance of its non-military nuclear 

interests,” pointing out that “the prudent planner in Pretoria would be ill-advised to count upon 

 
890 Whiteman, Kaye. "President Mitterrand and Africa." African Affairs 82.328 (1983): 329-343. 
891 Thomson, Alex. U.S. Foreign Policy Towards Apartheid South Africa, 1948–1994: Conflict of Interests. 
Springer, 2008: 171. 
892 Jaster, Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 
39. 
893 El-Khawas, Mohamed A., and Barry Cohen. The Kissinger study of Southern Africa: National security study 

memorandum 39 (secret); edited and introduced by Mohamed A. El-Khawas and Barry Cohen; pref. by Edgar 

Lockwood. Lawrence Hill Books, 1969. 
894 Burgess, Stephen F., and Helen E. Purkitt. The rollback of South Africa's chemical and biological warfare 

program. Air Univ Maxwell AFB, AL Center for Aerospace Doctrine Research and Education, 2001: 29. 
895 This followed the precedent set by the Nixon administration in National Security Memorandum-39 of 1969. 
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any [foreign] assistance. Tactical nuclear weapons could be a form of regional deterrent against 

the maximum Soviet threat.”896  

 

For the new administration, Pretoria’s nuclear capability was seen as a “deterrence against 

extinction,”897 a form of “nuclear Geritol – a device to restore sagging morale, to rally the 

faithful at a time of domestic or foreign crisis, or to show political virility and resolve.”898 

Crocker’s concluding remarks served as an apt statement of the Reagan administration’s 

approach to South Africa: “As a matter of common sense, one does not drive a nuclear-armed 

state (or a potential one) into a corner and increase its security concerns. The South Africans may 

expect that more attention will be paid to them as a result of incipient nuclear weapons status.”899 

 

Writing to parliamentarian J.W.K. Wiley on August 18, Pik Botha observed that the Americans 

“have often been an embarrassment to us, especially during the previous Carter administration. I 

must say, however, that there has been a considerable change in approach since President 

Reagan took over.”900 Meeting with Pik Botha on May 15, 1981, Reagan called for the 

maintenance and consolidation of relations with South Africa, “[making] it clear that he was no 

 
896 Crocker, Chester A. South Africa's defense posture: coping with vulnerability. Vol. 9. No. 84. Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, Georgetown University, 1981: 53, 62. 
897 Ibid, 64. 
898 Betts, Richard K. "A diplomatic bomb for South Africa?" International Security 4.2 (1979): 107. Geritol is a 
multivitamin dietary complex, often advertised as a cure for “iron-poor tired blood.” In popular culture, it is also 
used in jokes targeting old age and infirmity, as the prefix (implying geriatric) would suggest.    
899 Crocker, Chester A. South Africa's defense posture: coping with vulnerability. Vol. 9. No. 84. Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, Georgetown University, 1981:66.  
900 “Letter from South African Foreign Minister R. F. Botha on Relations with the Reagan Administration,” August 
18, 1981, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, South African Foreign Affairs Archive, file 1/33/3, 
vol. 77, USA. Obtained and contributed by Or Rabinowitz. 
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advocate of what he called ‘one man, one vote – once,’ the inference clearly being that he had no 

illusions about democratic rule in Africa.”901  

 

In the meeting, the Foreign Minister tacitly acknowledged the existence of a nuclear weapons 

program. “[He] made it clear that South Africa cannot sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty. He 

explained in this context that if we were to sign the Treaty, it would terminate the speculation 

about South Africa’s possession of the bomb. This would mean that South Africa would be 

deprived of an important deterrent of major psychological value.”902 While Botha assured the 

Reagan that the regime would not test a nuclear device, he also made it clear that the Republic 

“could not afford publicly to surrender this option” without jeopardizing its stability.  

 

As noted by South African ambassador Donald Sole, Reagan’s response “indicated that he was 

particularly struck by this last argument, which had not occurred to him before.” He “reiterated 

briefly his commitment both to nuclear power and to promoting changes in the previous 

Administration’s policy in this field,”903 something that Sole notes as an indirect nod towards a 

changing status quo with respect to South Africa’s nuclear status. Later in the same meeting, 

Foreign Minister Botha “specifically asked the United States to reconsider this nuclear fuel and 

technology embargo. Constructive engagement responded with the requested sweeteners.”904 The 

 
901 “Notes on Meeting between South African Minister of Foreign Affairs R. F. Botha and U.S. President Reagan,” 
May 15, 1981, History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, South African Foreign Affairs Archive, File 
137/10/02 Vol. 9, doc. No. 82214/006772. Obtained and contributed by Or Rabinowitz. The statement is a cynical 
variation of "one man, one vote," referring to the tendency for African nationalist movements to quickly divert from 
democratic representation. 
902 Ibid. 
903 Ibid. 
904 Thomson, Alex. U.S. Foreign Policy Towards Apartheid South Africa, 1948–1994: Conflict of Interests. 
Springer, 2008: 117. Negotiating a fuel deal for the Koeberg plant was more of a strategic than a proliferation 
concern for Pretoria. The Iranian fuel embargo and limited domestic supplies of coal demanded an alternative source 
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Reagan administration offered export licenses for a number of nuclear technology and dual-use 

assets, under the logic that the exports could “help to persuade South Africa to be more 

forthcoming on non-proliferation issues.”905  

 

Standing to lose nearly $1.3 million dollars per day without the requisite fuel for the recently-

built Koeberg nuclear power station, “US uranium brokers [two firms in particular: Edlow 

International of Washington, D.C. and Swuco of Rockville, Maryland]906, with the knowledge of 

the State Department, arranged a complicated swap” to provide South Africa with fuel, only 

weeks after the memo to Haig.907 In November 1981 South Africa abruptly announced that it had 

acquired the 100 tons of 3% enriched uranium required for the operation of the facility from “an 

unidentified supplier.”908 In April 1982, the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (a 

South African organization involved in military research for ARMSCOR) received approval for 

importing a computer system that could have been used in nuclear weapons design.909 The arms 

embargo was relaxed that same year, “allowing the sale of items contained in the Munitions 

List.”910  

 

 
of domestic power generation. See Murphy, Mojalefa. "Historical highlights of the rise and demise of South Africa's 
nuclear capability." Africa Insight 40.4 (2011): 127. 
905 Razis, Vincent Victor. The American Connection: The Influence of United States Business on South Africa. 
Pinter, 1986: 37. 
906 Walters, Ronald W. South Africa and the bomb: responsibility and deterrence. Lexington Books, 1987: 106. 
907 Jaster, Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 
167. 
908 Reiss, Mitchell. Without the bomb: The politics of nuclear non-proliferation. New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988: 189. Subsequent investigations showed that the fuel was transferred from a conglomerate of Swiss, 
French, and West German interests. Using American brokers, the company sold the low-enriched uranium to 
Pretoria, where it was converted into fuel rods at the French Eurodif facility. The exchange is suggestive of the 
easing of Western pressure during the Reagan administration. 
909 Geldenhuys, Deon. Isolated states: a comparative analysis. Vol. 15. Cambridge University Press, 1990: 507. 
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 280 

Reagan followed up on Pik Botha’s visit on June 11 by sending a letter to Prime Minister PW 

Botha, congratulating him on his recent electoral victory and noting that the meeting had served 

as “an important first step toward improving communication and dispelling some of the 

misunderstandings that have at times distorted relations between our two countries.” Reagan’s 

note concluded by stating, “We recognize fully that developments in your country hold the key 

to long-term stability, development, and peace in the region. We are prepared to work with you 

in pursuing these shared objectives."911 Reagan maintained his support for the Republic 

throughout his first term. When interviewed by Walter Cronkite in March 1981, the president 

asked, “Can we abandon a country that has stood beside U.S. in every war we’ve ever fought, a 

country that strategically is essential to the free world in its production of minerals we all must 

have and so forth?”912 Pressed on his stance with respect to nuclear proliferation, Reagan said, “I 

just don’t think it’s any of our business.”913 

 

Would Reagan deliver? The South African regime tested the resolve of the new American 

administration several times, touting its nuclear enrichment capacity and conducting “hot 

pursuit” raids into Angolan territory in early-May, late-June, and late-August of 1981. One such 

incursion saw a South African armored brigade breach 50 miles into Maputo to destroy a 

suspected ANC compound. The latest operation represented the largest incursion by the SADF 

into Angolan territory since the military campaign of 1975, generating widespread international 

 
911 “Letter from U.S. President Reagan to South African Prime Minister P.W. Botha,” June 11, 1981, History and 
Public Policy Program Digital Archive, South African Foreign Affairs Archive, File 1/33/3, vol. 77, USA Relations 
with RSA. Obtained and contributed by Or Rabinowitz. 
912 Transcript of the Cronkite interview with President Reagan, 3 March 1981. United States, Department of State. 
Public Statements. 58. 
913 Ibid. The administration pushed the boundaries on nuclear support to South Africa, going as far as to claim that 
uranium hexafluoride was exempt from the “uranium and uranium ore” ban placed on South Africa under the 
Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986. See Thomson, Alex. U.S. Foreign Policy Towards Apartheid South 

Africa, 1948–1994: Conflict of Interests. Springer, 2008: 152. 
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condemnation and a Security Council resolution condemning the raid.914 Despite global outcry, 

however, “[Secretary of State] Haig declined to blame South Africa and the US, alone among the 

Western powers, vetoed the UNSC resolution condemning the attack.”915  

 

The campaign also demonstrated the benefits of Pretoria’s newly-acquired nuclear deterrent with 

respect to the Soviet Union. In response to the raids, two Soviet warships sailed to 

Mozambique’s Maputo harbor to “show the flag.”916 However, despite the invocation of the 

1977 Treaty of Friendship by Mozambique, the Soviets did little else in response. In truth, Soviet 

presence around southern Africa was “practically non-existent”917 for the majority of the 1980s, 

given that the Bloc had few economic interests in the region and was unmotivated to become 

mired in an imbroglio with a potential nuclear state. The legacy of Kalahari left “no room for 

doubt concerning [Pretoria’s] invulnerability in the minds of her own population, the people of 

neighboring African states, and the West.”918 The era of constructive engagement had begun. 

 

On the nuclear issue, Pretoria announced in April 1981 that it had enriched uranium to 45% in 

order to supply the SAFARI-1 reactor.919 South Africa now possessed an indigenous fuel 

fabrication capacity, allowing it to partially bypass any future American fuel sanctions.920 The 

timing of the announcement happened to align with Botha’s re-election campaign. In addition to 
 

914 Keesing's Record of World Events (formerly Keesing's Contemporary Archives), Volume 27, November 1981 
Namibia, Page 31208. 
915 Jaster, Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 
144. 
916 International Institute for Strategic Studies. “Strategic Survey 1981-1982.” London: IISS. 1982: 110-112. 
917 Moore, J. D. L. South Africa and Nuclear Proliferation: South Africa’s Nuclear Capabilities and Intentions in the 

Context of International Non-Proliferation Policies. Springer, 1987: 56 
918 Ibid, 57. The latter is quite significant: throughout the decade, the Republic was offered a degree of diplomatic 
cover thanks to the veto power of the permanent members of the UN Security Council, namely the UK and US.  
919 Reiss, Mitchell. Without the bomb: The politics of nuclear non-proliferation. New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988: 189. 
920 Moore, J. D. L. South Africa and Nuclear Proliferation: South Africa’s Nuclear Capabilities and Intentions in the 

Context of International Non-Proliferation Policies. Springer, 1987: 132. 
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testing the new administration’s flexibility, it may have served to bolster his national security 

credentials against insurgent political threats from hardline right-wing factions such as Andries 

Treurnicht and the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (Afrikaner Resistance Movement), a neo-

Nazi separatist movement founded by Eugène Terre ‘Blanche.921 Such an act of internal 

balancing highlighted a reality observed by journalist John de St. Jorre, “Afrikanerdom is not – 

an never was – a natural monolith.”922 Following Botha’s 1981 victory, Treurnicht and 23 other 

members of parliament broke away from the National Party in protest of Botha’s Verligte 

reforms, specifically a power-sharing proposal that would provide marginal representation to 

non-whites.  

 

With the foundation of the Conservative Party by the rebelling MPs, the National Party found 

itself facing an official parliamentary opposition to its right for the first time since its 

inception.923 Too reactionary for the international community and too liberal for the right wing of 

the Afrikaner electorate, domestic pressures continued to mount against Botha’s regime. Once a 

bulwark of support for the National Party, the fraternal organization the Afrikaner Broederbond 

(Afrikaner Brotherhood) used to serve as “an immense informal network of influence” in 

Pretoria. 924 The Broederbond’s refusal to accept members belonging to extreme right-wing 

 
921 Spence, Jack E. "South Africa: the nuclear option." African Affairs 80.321 (1981): 442. 
922 de St Jorre, John. "Inside the Laager: White Power in South Africa." Foreign Affairs. 55 (1976): 182. 
923 This was not the first time the NP faced a challenge from the right. After succeeding Verwoerd, John Vorster 
brought about his own revolt in 1969, when he re-established diplomatic relations with Malawi. In response, a 
cohort led by the former Minister of Health and ousted NP member Albert Hertzog founded the Herstigte Nasionale 
Party (the Reconstituted National Party; HNP). However, the HNP never managed to gain seats in a general 
election, due in part to Vorster’s savvy purge of their members from the influential Afrikaner Broederbond. The 
Conservative Party, on the other hand, proved quite successful in eroding the NP’s parliamentary bloc, presenting a 
real political challenge to Botha’s rule. See Jaster, Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign 
policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 23; de St Jorre, John. "Inside the Laager: White Power in South Africa." 
Foreign Affairs. 55 (1976): 175; Jaster, Robert S. "Politics and the Afrikaner Bomb." Orbis-a Journal Of World 

Affairs 27.4 (1984): 838. 
924 O'Meara, Dan. Volkskapitalisme: class, capital and ideology in the development of Afrikaner nationalism, 1934-

1948. No. 34. Cambridge University Press, 1983: 64. The Broederbond was formed as an Afrikaans nationalist 
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groups like the Reconstituted National Party (HNP) led to the creation of a “reactionary 

opponent” to the organization in 1984. The Afrikaner Volkswag (People’s Guard) “determined to 

unite conservative opposition to the government’s modulated changes,” presenting another 

internal challenge and further incentivizing Botha to re-affirm his hold on power.925 

 

The change in stance came at a useful time for Pretoria. Following the Islamic Revolution of 

1979, South Africa lost 90% of its oil imports following the imposition of an embargo by the 

new Iranian government. It was able to compensate for the deficit using a combination of “spot 

market purchases, swap arrangements, and embargo loopholes.” However, it did so at great 

cost.926 In 1982, P.W. Botha warned that “if violence were to be used as the ‘final instrument’ 

against South Africa, something would happen in Southern Africa of which the instigators of 

violence could not have dreamed,” suggesting that the Republic could resort to using nuclear 

weapons as a last resort.927 His comments represented the general sentiments of the white 

minority. 80% of those surveyed in a 1982 poll “disagreed with the statement that the 

government was exaggerating the communist threat to South Africa. Among NP supporters, the 

figure was over 93 percent.”928 Though serving as a palliative, even the more relaxed posture of 

the Reagan administration could not reverse the tide of certain political realities. By mid 1985, 
 

organization in 1918 and played a decisive role in the National Party’s rise to power under Prime Minister D.F. 
Malan in 1948. Every South African head of state (Prime Ministers, and, after the South African Constitution of 
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with practically identical results.” See Grundy, Kenneth W. The militarization of South African politics. IB Tauris, 
1986: 12. 



 284 

Pretoria’s internal unrest had reached an apex that resulted in Botha’s regime declaring a state of 

emergency on July 20.  

 

Umkhonto we Sizwe increased its campaign of internal attacks, promising to “make the streets 

ungovernable.”929 The militant group’s attacks included a bombing of the first unit of the 

Koeberg nuclear power station, resulting in a reported $1.8 billion in damage.930 The SADF were 

called in to patrol rebellious townships, resulting in over 1000 deaths by the end of the year.931 

Botha’s response to the crisis only served to exacerbate matters. Addressing the nation on 

August 15, 1985, the state president had been expected to take a reform-oriented stance toward 

apartheid, potentially offering to release Nelson Mandela and ease some of the legal restrictions 

imposed on black South Africans under apartheid. Instead, Botha viscerally rejected any notion 

of reform, vowing to confine Mandela and preserve high apartheid in what would later be 

dubbed the “Rubicon speech.”932  

 

The violence and unrest further disrupted the economy, leading to extensive capital flight, a 

collapse of the Rand, and the loss of short-term loans from a wary cohort of Western banks 
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acts of violent suppression committed by the regime. Historian Hermann Giliomee has suggested that the incidents 
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Hermann. The last Afrikaner leaders: A supreme test of power. University of Virginia Press, 2013. 
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unwilling to extend credit to a nation with no discernible means of paying back its debts.933 This 

prompted Botha to order a review of the nuclear program, re-confirming the program’s deterrent 

value. The review led to the reallocation of funds for ten new buildings at Kentron Circle, site of 

the Republic’s nuclear facilities.934 Speaking at the National Party congress in 1986, Defense 

Minister Magnus Malan warned, “We have not even started to use our muscle and 

capabilities.”935 The final and most decisive test of Pretoria’s nuclear durability thesis came in 

this context, in the face of a deteriorating internal and external security environment.  

Kalahari Revisited 

Facing challenges from the Afrikaner right wing, a newly emboldened majority opposition, and 

an adventurist Cuban expeditionary force, Pretoria once again tested its nuclear deterrent in 

1988. P.W. Botha ordered test preparations (including excavations at the abandoned test tunnel) 

following Fidel Castro’s warning of a “serious defeat” and threats of Cuban incursions into 

northern Namibian territory.936 Castro further committed an additional 15,000 troops to the 

conflict,937 warning Pretoria that any challenge against the southern front would mean “many 

white South Africans would die in battle.”938 The conflict’s 250-mile front ran along the 

Angolan-Namibian border, boasting what Crocker described as “12,000 of Cuba’s best 

 
933 As observed in Long and Grillot, “Between 1985 and 1988, over 100 companies pulled out of South Africa and 
all OECD countries imposed sanctions against the regime.” See Long, William J., and Suzette R. Grillot. "Ideas, 
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32. 
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2005: 69. 
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936 Crocker, Chester A., and George P. Shultz. High noon in Southern Africa: Making peace in a rough 

neighborhood. New York: WW Norton, 1992: 364. 
937 Horton, Roy E. Out of (South) Africa: Pretoria's Nuclear Weapons Experience. Institute for National Security 
Studies, U.S. Air Force Academy, 1999: 15. 
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units…some two hundred tanks and ample artillery…their force bristled with air defense radars 

and five different types of surface-to-air missile systems.”939  

 

Observing the sudden influx of Soviet weaponry (including MiG fighter aircraft) and fearing the 

need to mobilize thousands of reservists for a ground war, Botha’s SCC resorted to a form of 

nuclear “blackmail” to induce preventive external intervention on the Republic’s behalf. Botha’s 

actions coincided with a serious military defeat at the hand of Cuban forces just outside 

Calueque, in Angola. Soviet arms shifted the balance of forces away from the SADF, granting 

the Cuban MiG-23s air superiority in the skirmish.940 Once a rhetorical flourish, the total 

onslaught so direly predicted by the Afrikaner incumbent threatened to become reality: “for the 

first time the government started considering the possibility that we might lose the war 

militarily.”941  

 

Activation of the Republic’s 140,000-man reserve force in early June 1988 sufficiently evened 

the balance to pave the way for a temporary cease-fire. Negotiated on August 5, the Geneva 

Protocol “led to the withdrawal of all South African troops from Angola by September 1, 

1988.”942 However, the South Africans remained aware of their precarious military situation, 

fearing a surprise attack by the “five Cuban tank brigades that continued to occupy positions 

within 200 kilometers north of the border.”943 Eight days after the ratification of the Geneva 

Protocol, Foreign Minister Pik Botha addressed the IAEA in Vienna, proclaiming, “South Africa 
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had the capability to make a nuclear weapon should we want to,”944 representing a possible 

escalation from the first phase of Pretoria’s nuclear strategy to the second. In September, 

“ARMSCOR received an order from the top to reopen the nuclear test site [Vastrap] in the 

Kalahari Desert…the way the test site was opened allowed surveillance satellites from the most 

sophisticated nations to easily observe what was happening on the ground.”945 According to a 

South African defense official, “Letting the U.S. and the Soviets know we had a bomb showed 

them we were desperate.”946 The test shaft at the site was excavated in the second half of 

October.947  

 

Such aggressive nuclear posturing appeared to pay off; with Pretoria signaling its resolve to both 

Washington and Moscow, all involved parties appear to have taken stock of the costs of failing 

to diffuse the impasse.948 South African policymakers later affirmed their motivations, describing 

test preparation as “an ace in the hole strategy” designed to prompt American intervention in 

case of a Cuban surprise attack or other violations of the August 5 ceasefire.949 Though the 
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American response was one of “total public silence,” the message had been received.950 The 

conflict was walked off the cliff’s edge by year’s end, finding resolution on December 22, 1988, 

when Angola, Cuba, and South Africa reached a formal agreement on Namibian independence 

and established a timetable for the withdrawal of Cuban forces from the continent. The 

importance of the nuclear deterrent was later confirmed in a 2010 meeting between Pik Botha 

and Jorge Risquet (Politburo member and participant in the peace negotiations), where the latter 

“confirmed this deterring effect with regard to the former Cuban position.”951 

 

The encounter provides an interesting insight into both superpowers’ perceptions of South 

African nuclear capabilities. In contrast to 1977, neither the United States nor the Soviet Union 

publicly revealed the preparations at the Kalahari site, as “neither Washington nor Moscow had 

any interest in publicizing Pretoria’s nuclear activities.”952 Whether or not it was their intention, 

both states had essentially allowed South Africa to leverage its purported nuclear capability to 

diffuse an existential threat on its border, negotiating the withdrawal of an estimated 80,000 

Cuban troops from Angola. Pretoria’s response was influenced by Israel’s experience in the Yom 

Kippur War four years earlier, under the so-called “Samson Option” of nuclear deterrence.953 On 

 
950 Pabian, Frank V. "South Africa's nuclear weapon program: Lessons for U.S. non-proliferation policy." The Non-

proliferation Review 3.1 (1995): 9. According to a report in Nuclear Fuel, “When the CIA learned of the new 
activity there ten years later, ‘Washington went ballistic.’” Ibid. 
951 Specifically, Risquet noted that fears of an artillery-delivered nuclear explosive deterred the Cuban forces from 
crossing the northern border of Namibia as originally planned. See Botha, R.F., Steward, D., and Stumpf, W. 
Nuclear Disarmament in South Africa: Historic Events and Lessons for the Middle East. Academic Peace Orchestra 
Middle East Policy Brief, 28/29. Frankfurt, Peace Research Institute. November 2013: 10.  
952 14. One could argue that the 1977 test had also been purposely engineered to draw international attention (albeit 
with a negative outcome). Given South Africa’s prolific experience with deep mining, it remains an unexplained 
curiosity why the regime chose to develop its test site so close to the surface, where the construction activity would 
more likely rouse alarm. The regime possessed the capability to conduct an underground test at greater depth. The 
more overt strategy may have been engineered as a signal of defiance in anticipation of UNSC resolution 418, a 
political ploy meant to rally a beleaguered white population round the flag, or else a restatement of national strength 
following the failure of Pretoria’s Angolan intervention.  
953 The moniker is a reference to the biblical story of Samson, an Israelite judge who collapsed the pillars of the 
Philistine temple in which he had been held prisoner, killing himself as well as his captors: “Samson said, ‘Let me 
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Monday, October 8, the military situation was described as “desperate” by Israeli Defense 

Minister Moshe Dayan: “Everything is lost, we must withdraw.”954 That night, Dayan warned 

Prime Minister Golda Meir, “this is the end of the third temple;” while the message was 

understood to relate to the country’s imminent defeat at the hands of the Egyptian and Syrian 

armies, it raised alarms as the code-word “Temple” also referred to the Israeli nuclear weapons 

program.955  

 

In response, Meir authorized the arming of 13 tactical nuclear devices (with a yield of 20 

kilotons each), to be mounted either on Jericho missiles or on board F4-Phantom fighter-

bombers.956 The weapons were to be used as a last resort, “forcing the United States to begin an 

immediate and massive resupply of the Israeli military.”957 Secretary of State Kissinger learned 

of the nuclear alert on October 9; later that same day, the Nixon administration implemented 

Operation Nickel Grass, starting an airlift to replenish the Israeli Defense Force’s losses.958 

Though the Israeli nuclear alert and subsequent American rearmament remain shrouded in 

secrecy, there is little doubt that the incident reinforced South African priors regarding the utility 

of nuclear weapons in existential crises. Prime Minister Vorster confirmed this assertion in a 

May 1976 interview, asserting, “Moscow has been exceedingly cautious in the Mid-East since 

 
die with the Philistines!’ Then he pushed with all his might, and down came the temple on the rulers and all the 
people in it. Thus, he killed many more when he died than while he lived.” (Judges 16:30). The phrase appears to 
have been coined in the mid-1960s by either David Ben-Gurion, Shimon Peres, or Moshe Dayan. 
954 Hersh, Seymour M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 
2013: 223. 
955 “Violent Week: The Politics of Death.” Time Magazine, April 12, 1976. 
956 Farr, Warner D. The third temple's holy of holies: Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB 
AL, 1999: 12. 
957 Regardless of the details, the “popular culture” version of the nuclear alert and airlift had been popularized by 
1976, appearing in a Time Magazine article. As noted above, even this version influenced the perceptions of South 
African policymakers. See: Hersh, Seymour M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign 

policy. Random House, 2013: 227. 
958 Farr, Warner D. The third temple's holy of holies: Israel's nuclear weapons. AIR WAR COLL MAXWELL AFB 
AL, 1999: 13. 
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the October war, and many experts believe this stems from a healthy respect for the nuclear 

equation introduced by Israel.”959 This was further confirmed by a South African defense 

official: Israel “used its bomb as a bargaining chip to get concessions from the U.S.”960  

 

It is difficult to conclusively link the resupply effort to the escalation of the nuclear threat. 

However, the timing of the events and certain contemporary observations serve to develop an 

association between the two. Kissinger conveyed news of the nuclear threat to both Anwar Sadat 

and Hermann F. Eilts, the American ambassador to Egypt. Eilts recollects, “Henry [Kissinger] 

spoke a lot about how on the fourth day of the war (October 9), the Israelis panicked, and that’s 

when the judgement was made to assist them.” Eilts further recalls that Kissinger later “threw in 

that there was concern that the Israelis might go nuclear. There had been intimations that if they 

didn’t get military equipment, and quickly, they might go nuclear.”961 The purported success of 

the maneuver was one that “would not have been lost on the South Africans.”962 In Pretoria, 

policymakers viewed the nuclear deterrent as “quick-fix tools of political influence” meant to 

ease pressure off an already beleaguered regime.963 Though in itself insufficient to prevent the 

eventual demise of the apartheid regime, the role of the nuclear option in bolstering regime 

survival cannot be discounted.  

 
959 Kapur, Ashok. "International nuclear proliferation: Multilateral diplomacy and regional aspects." Praeger 
Publishers. London, (1979): 259. 
960 Hibbs, Mark. "South Africa's secret nuclear program: the dismantling." Nuclear Fuel 18.11 (1993): 9; Howlett, 
Darryl, and John Simpson. "Nuclearization and denuclearisation in South Africa." Survival 35.3 (1993): 165. 
961 Hersh, Seymour M. The Samson option: Israel's nuclear arsenal and American foreign policy. Random House, 
2013: 229-230. 
962 Purkitt, Helen E., and Stephen F. Burgess. South Africa's weapons of mass destruction. Indiana University Press, 
2005: 79. 
963 Ibid. 
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Denouement – de Klerk and the Bomb 

Under P.W. Botha, South Africa came to practice a form of nuclear-assisted survival that was 

honed over a decade of diplomatic maneuvering and saber-rattling. Had he remained in office, 

such a policy might well have extended the life of the regime, even without the Soviet Union 

playing the role of regional antagonist. The counterfactual shows that the dismantling of 

apartheid (and by extension, the nuclear program that had prolonged the life of minority rule) 

was not a fait accompli, even at a time when the Republic was facing near-unanimous 

disapprobation and struggling under international sanctions. As argued by Daniel Lieberfeld, 

“Botha would have continued to reject a negotiated agreement with the ANC.”964  

 

However, his hold on power was ended when he suffered a stroke on January 18, 1989. Botha’s 

stroke may well have been a necessary condition for denuclearization: without it, the Republic 

may have slid further into authoritarian rule, continuing to leverage its arsenal to ease pressure 

off the beleaguered regime.965 Writing in 1988, Jaster noted that Botha had planned on 

postponing the upcoming 1989 election until 1992 in order to buy time to carry out his reform 

agenda from above. “But postponement would require a constitutional amendment approved by 

 
964 Lieberfeld, Daniel. "Leadership Change and Negotiation Initiatives in Intractable Civil Conflicts." International 

Journal of Peace Studies 21.1 (2016): 23. Esterhuyse makes a similar argument, citing comments by the head of the 
National Intelligence Service Mike Louw: “there would be no progress towards a negotiated settlement with P.W. 
Botha at the helm…Botha and his party will never agree to black majority rule.” See Esterhuyse, Willie. Endgame: 

secret talks and the end of apartheid. Tafelberg, 2012: 176. 
965 At the very least, one should consider the counterfactual scenario represented in this case. Per Purkitt and 
Burgess, by 1988, the state president and his Defense Minister Magnus Malan had “initiated the privatization and 
liberalization of the defense industry. They envisaged a transfer of power to Mandela and the ANC and saw the need 
to keep the defense industry out of their hands.” Privatization of ARMSCOR and the AEC would have created a 
precarious situation for the Republic’s assembled nuclear weapons, potentially contributing to the endurance of a 
hangover regime in the event that Apartheid was legally dismantled. See Purkitt, Helen E., and Stephen F. Burgess. 
South Africa's weapons of mass destruction. Indiana University Press, 2005: 115. 
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all three chambers of Parliament. If that move fails, Botha must either suspend the constitution, 

thereby precipitating a serious constitutional crisis, or hold the 1989 election on schedule.”966 

 

Following his stroke, Botha “signaled his intention to resign as party leader but stay on as state 

president,”967 expecting that his preferred successor (finance minister Barend du Plessis) would 

take over the NP’s leadership.968 This created a constitutional and political crisis at a time when 

the National Party was simultaneously facing severe external pressures, economic sanctions, 

domestic unrest, a growing right-wing challenge from the Conservative Party, and infighting 

amongst the verligte and verkrampte camps. Botha’s plans were thwarted with a surprise election 

that saw the victory of the relatively verkrampte F.W. de Klerk, who won the title of hoofleier by 

a margin of 69-61.969 de Klerk won the 1989 general election with 48% of the vote, representing 

a loss of 29 seats in the House of Assembly. Most of the National Party’s lost seats were picked 

up by Treurnicht and the Conservative Party, which gained 17 seats and became the official 

opposition.970 

 
966 Jaster, Robert Scott. The defense of white power: South African foreign policy under pressure. Springer, 1988: 
175. 
967 Purkitt, Helen E., and Stephen F. Burgess. South Africa's weapons of mass destruction. Indiana University Press, 
2005: 123. 
968 By no means a supporter of a reform process, du Plessis would likely have been far more unwilling to 
contemplate negotiations with the ANC, let alone legalize the party and dismantle apartheid laws. See Lieberfeld, 
Daniel. "Leadership Change and Negotiation Initiatives in Intractable Civil Conflicts." International Journal of 

Peace Studies 21.1 (2016): 35.  
969 de Klerk, F.W. "FW de Klerk: The Man in his Time." Johannesburg, Jonathan Ball (1991): 18. In the context of 
the National Party power struggle, some speculated that party leaders wished to reclaim power lost to the so-called 
“securocrats” during Botha’s reign. Despite his increasingly autocratic maneuvers, Botha was still a representative 
of the relatively reformist Verligte camp. By contrast, de Klerk was seen as a more traditional Afrikaner 
representation of NP sensibilities, having defended segregation in the school system during his tenure as education 
minister. de Klerk delivered as promised, eliminating several of the institutions that had given Botha a wide swath of 
power over national security and internal affairs. In November 1989, he dismantled the National Security 
Management System, which was led by the State Security Council and had ties to the ministries of defense, foreign 
affairs, justice, and law & order. See Ottaway, Marina. South Africa: the struggle for a new order. Brookings 
Institution Press, 2010. 
970 In this role the Conservative Party took a staunch position against any power-sharing scheme, vowing to block 
any reforms that would threaten the status of minority rule. Contemporary commentary (for instance, by journalist 
Donald Simpson of the daily newspaper The Star) went as far as to predict that the Conservative Party could win the 
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Despite the electoral outcome, Botha refused to resign as state president, going on air to declare 

his constitutional right to remain in power for another 12 months and further threatening to run 

for another five-year term. In response, de Klerk offered a compromise solution in which Botha 

would be allowed to retain power until the parliamentary elections scheduled for September 

1989. The agreement fell through: Botha publicly resigned the presidency on August 14, 1989, 

undermining his successor in a televised address. “They replied I could use my health as an 

excuse. To this I replied that I am not prepared to leave on a lie… It is evident to me that after all 

these years of my best efforts for the National Party and for the government of this country, as 

well as the security of our country, I am being ignored by ministers serving in my cabinet.”971 

This public airing of the National Party’s inner grievances contributed to suspicions on the right 

as well as in the ANC that the party’s grasp on power was weakening. 

 

While he learned of the existence of the weapons during his tenure as Minister of Minerals and 

Energy Affairs, de Klerk was not considered a securocrat and viewed the program as an 

expendable bargaining chip. As he remarked after dismantling the program, “a nuclear deterrent 

had become not only superfluous, but in fact an obstacle to the development of South Africa’s 

international relations.”972 de Klerk ran on a policy of gradual reform, promising “a new and just 

 
election based on its policy stance. A Conservative Party member managed to unseat the National Party candidate in 
the 1992 mayoral election of Potchefstroom, with the results “perceived as indicative of popular discontent with de 
Klerk and the National Party.” See Glad, Betty, and Robert Blanton. "FW de Klerk and Nelson Mandela: A study in 
cooperative transformational leadership." Presidential Studies Quarterly 27.3 (1997): 570.  
971 Claiborne, William. “Botha Quits, Criticizes Successor.” The Washington Post, Foreign Service. August 15, 
1989: A12. 
972 State President F. W. de Klerk, “Speech by the State President, Mr. F. W. de Klerk, to a Joint Session of 
Parliament.” 24 March 1993. 
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constitutional dispensation in which every inhabitant will enjoy equal rights, treatment, and 

opportunity in every sphere of endeavor – constitutional, social, and economic.”973  

 

The policy initially appeared to represent a calculated political gambit; with the defection of the 

National Party’s hardline elements to Treurnicht’s Conservatives, the new state president may 

have attempted to reposition the flanked NP in order to capture support from the left, notably the 

newly-regrouped Democratic Party. The tactic was not without its logic, given that the white 

electorate had historically shown steadfast support for what was South Africa’s natural ruling 

party. Nor did the reforms signal an impending dismantling of minority rule: “the wheels of the 

apartheid bureaucracy were still turning in the old grooves.”974 A policy of gradual reform may 

also have provided de Klerk an opportunity to “manage a negotiated transition to a new order 

that would allow the National Party to maintain a dominant role in government.”975 

 

In this way, any call for the transition of power to majority rule could be slowed down, with the 

NP managing the changeover and dictating its role in any coalition that might ostensibly include 

the ANC. Even after legalizing the ANC, de Klerk rejected the concept of majority rule, hoping 

instead to establish a system of veto power for white South Africans.976 de Klerk’s brother, 

Willem, wrote that he was “too strongly convinced that racial grouping is the only truth, way, 

 
973 “F. W. de Klerk's speech at the opening of Parliament.” 2 February 1990. de Klerk was unambiguous about his 
opposition to majority rule, viewing it as tantamount to black domination. On April 18, 1991, he declared, “A party 
with 51 percent of the vote should not get 100 percent of the power.” Ottaway further observes that de Klerk may 
have sought to avoid a civil war, as was the outcome in Rhodesia. See Ottaway, David. Chained together: Mandela, 

de Klerk, and the struggle to remake South Africa. Crown, 1993: 171. 
974 Ottaway, Marina. South Africa: the struggle for a new order. Brookings Institution Press, 2010: 31. On March 
26, 1990, police fired without warning on a group of pro-ANC protestors in Sebokeng township, killing 11 and 
wounding over 400. Ibid, 572.    
975 Purkitt, Helen E., and Stephen F. Burgess. South Africa's weapons of mass destruction. Indiana University Press, 
2005: 125. 
976 Giliomee, Hermann. The last Afrikaner leaders: A supreme test of power. University of Virginia Press, 2013. 
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and life.”977 Desmond Tutu shared this assessment, stating, “I don't think we've got to even begin 

to pretend that there is any reason for thinking that we are entering a new phase. It's just musical 

chairs.”978 

 

Initially, the strategy worked: “Generally speaking, the South African government 

outmanoeuvered the ANC in the negotiations. By May 1992, a number of apartheid laws had 

been scrapped, but the ultimate goal of black majority voting rights was not yet within sight, and 

the ANC seemed to be on the losing side.”979 The policy was also economically successful, 

increasing trade with European and even some African states (e.g. Nigeria). However, the tide 

turned with the Boipatong massacre, which linked the regime to the systematic deaths of 45 in 

that township. In the context of weakening minority rule and the National Party’s slipping grip 

on power, de Klerk’s decision to dismantle the state’s nuclear weapons only contributed to the 

regime’s eventual decline and fall. The move further contributed to a cascade of indicators that 

warned external observers like the United States of the imminent downfall of apartheid. Much of 

this was linked to fears of nuclear inheritance by the majority government that would succeed the 

National Party.  

 

The issue of nuclear inheritance received broad consideration in the final days of apartheid rule. 

After the collapse of apartheid, AEC head Dr. Waldo Stumpf recalled that the imminent 

transition to black majority rule served as a “major consideration” in the decision to dismantle 

 
977 McNamee, Terence. “Forget the Libya Model. South Africa Shows the Path to Peace with Pyongyang.” Foreign 

Policy, Foreign Policy, 23 May 2018, foreignpolicy.com/2018/05/22/forget-the-libya-model-south-africa-shows-the-
path-to-peace-with-pyongyang/. 
978 Allen, John. Rabble-rouser for peace: The authorized biography of Desmond Tutu. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 
310. 
979 Pfister, Roger. "Gateway to international victory: the diplomacy of the African National Congress in Africa, 
1960–1994." The Journal of Modern African Studies 41.1 (2003): 65. 
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the nuclear warheads.980 The view was further echoed by an anonymous South African diplomat, 

who noted that the decision to dismantle served to prevent the bomb “from falling into the hands 

of Nelson Mandela.”981  

 

More optimistic views on the issue were represented by scholars like Kenyan political scientist 

Ali A. Mazrui, who opined, “When the war does end, blacks will inherit the most advanced 

[nuclear] infrastructure on the continent. Out of the ashes of apartheid will emerge a black-ruled 

republic with convincing nuclear credentials.”982 On the other hand, pessimistic perspectives 

tended to view the collapse of apartheid rule as a potentially apocalyptic event, as voiced by 

Bishop Desmond Tutu in a January 1986 address: “They seem to have a Samson complex…they 

are going to pull down the pillars and everybody must go with them…If, as most of us believe, 

they do have a nuclear capability, I don’t put it past them to have their own version of a scorched 

earth policy.”983 

 

Curiously, the U.S. issued its most unambiguous calls for South African denuclearization after it 

became apparent that minority rule in the Republic would not outlast the twentieth century, as 

evidenced by the issuance of a “strongly worded ‘hostile nation warning’” with the prospect of 

 
980 Ottaway, David B. “South Africa Said to Abandon Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons.” The Washington Post, 18 
October 1991: A23.  
981 Albright, David, and Mark Hibbs. "South Africa: The ANC and the atom bomb." Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 
49.3 (1993): 33. 
982 Gaffney, Mark. Dimona, the third temple? The story behind the Vanunu revelation. Amana Publications, 1989: 
111. 
983 Others like the ANC’s Frene Ginwala alleged that the apartheid regime held plans to detonate nuclear weapons 
along the South African border as a last-ditch means of preventing regime collapse. Likewise, in a 1976 article for 
the National Review, professor Laurence Salomon argued that the struggle against apartheid could potentially 
involve the use of nuclear weapons by the Afrikaner regime. See: Spector, Leonard S. "Going nuclear: The spread of 
nuclear weapons 1986-1987." (1987): 217; Salomon, Laurence. “S.A. in Our Future.” National Review 28, no. 39 
(October 15, 1976): 1111-14. 
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an ANC takeover.984 Several South African officials corroborate this view, citing “concern that 

the devices would be inherited by a black-ruled successor state” as the central motivation for 

dismantling. “We had no choice but to give it up.”985 “The Western powers were especially 

alarmed about the possibility that, with the ANC poised to take over the reins of power, [nuclear] 

technology could land in the hands of ANC allies – including the Irish Republican Army, the 

Palestine Liberation Organization, and the Libyan government.”986 In return, Pretoria hoped to 

sanitize its reputation and return to the international community.  

 

Nuclear weapons held no intrinsic value for de Klerk, who viewed the program as “a pet project” 

for his predecessor.987 His background and political trajectory may offer a partial explanation for 

this. Between 1978 and 1984, he held a variety of cabinet posts, serving as minister of social 

welfare and pensions, post and telecommunications, interior, and minerals and energy. He then 

spent five years as minister of education before succeeding Botha. His portfolio did not expose 

him to defense and security matters (he was never a member of Botha’s inner circle of 

securocrats), a factor that may have prevented the transmission of the nuclear durability norm so 

vigorously defended by his predecessor. Indeed, his preference for weakening the influence of 

 
984 Burgess, Stephen F., and Helen E. Purkitt. The rollback of South Africa's chemical and biological warfare 

program. Air Univ Maxwell AFB, AL Center for Aerospace Doctrine Research and Education, 2001: 42; Purkitt, 
Helen E., Stephen F. Burgess, and Peter Liberman. "South Africa's Nuclear Decisions." International Security 27.1 
(2002): 190. 
985 This fact was not lost on Mandela and the ANC. See Hibbs, Mark. "South Africa's secret nuclear program: the 
dismantling." Nuclear Fuel 18.11 (1993): 9; McNamee, Terence. “Forget the Libya Model. South Africa Shows the 
Path to Peace with Pyongyang.” Foreign Policy, Foreign Policy, 23 May 2018, 
foreignpolicy.com/2018/05/22/forget-the-libya-model-south-africa-shows-the-path-to-peace-with-pyongyang/.  
986 de Villiers, Jacobus W., Roger Jardine, and Mitchell Reiss. "Why South Africa gave up the bomb." Foreign 

Affairs. 72 (1992): 106; Giliomee, Hermann. The last Afrikaner leaders: A supreme test of power. University of 
Virginia Press, 2013: 329. In particular, Washington appears to have been quite apprehensive of the ANC sharing 
nuclear know-how with a Middle Eastern country, leading to the creation of a so-called “Islamic bomb.” See 
Albright, David, and Mark Hibbs. "South Africa: The ANC and the atom bomb." Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 
49.3 (1993): 34. 
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the securocrats may have outweighed other concerns, as he himself conceded.988 Learning about 

the elimination of the program, Botha railed against his successor: “Botha claimed (probably 

correctly) that by destroying the arsenal, de Klerk destroyed the Afrikaner state.”989 

Conclusion 

By the late 1980s, members of the National Party were increasingly pessimistic about the long-

term viability of holding off the ANC, leading to a set of secret discussions with Nelson Mandela 

and other leaders of the group. However as Albright notes, these political shifts “were not 

sufficient” for instigating nuclear rollback.990 In fact, by early 1989 ARMSCOR was completing 

a weapons modernization program, developing a ballistic missile program and upgrading the 

deliverability of the existing arsenal. On the contrary, a deteriorating domestic situation and the 

erosion of relations with the Reagan administration further pushed the Afrikaner elite to embrace 

nuclear weapons as a means of survival.991 

 

Why then did the Republic ultimately renounce its nuclear weapons, especially after having seen 

their effectiveness in entrapping the super of a global superpower? The answer lies in a 

 
988 de Klerk admits that he called for the dismantling of the nuclear program before allowing for any internal debate. 
Liberman, Peter. "The rise and fall of the South African bomb." International Security 26.2 (2001): 76. He later 
justified the decision by positing, “we are now going to negotiate the future of the country and we don’t want the 
nuclear program to become a red herring.” This was interpreted to mean that de Klerk did not wish the ANC to use 
the nuclear program as a bargaining chip for securing majority rule. See Gould, Chandré. "The nuclear weapons 
history project." Paper Wars: Access to information in South Africa (2009): 118. 
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991 “In early 1987, US Secretary of State George Schultz officially received Oliver Tambo [head of the ANC].” 
Furthermore, between 1985 and 1990 South African business leaders arranged a series of meetings with ANC 
representatives “in recognition of the new realities.” Zach de Beer, Gavin Relly, and Tony Bloom were among the 
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combination of domestic and international considerations. Internally, the succession of F.W. de 

Klerk to the state presidency marked a change from the policies of Botha and the securocrats. 

While his predecessor valued the nuclear program as a means of ensuring the apartheid regime’s 

survival, de Klerk increasingly considered the weapons as a costly hindrance that could be 

dispensed with to generate closer ties with the United States. When asked about the nuclear 

program, the new State President was unequivocal: “I decided if ever I become president, I want 

to get rid of [nuclear weapons] for South Africa. So on a personal level…I was motivated by an 

inner conviction that for a country the size of south Africa it was a millstone around the neck to 

have it.”992 

 

In reality, the move only eroded the regime’s durability: de Klerk’s decision to initiate 

denuclearization was interpreted as a signal of weakness heralding the imminent collapse of 

minority rule. Faced with the prospect of nuclear inheritance, the US increased pressure on the 

regime, generating a cascade effect that culminated in the full dismantlement of the Republic’s 

nuclear weapons. The change in perspective was demonstrated in American reactions to 

nuclearization through the course of the Reagan administration.  

 

When the issue of South African and Israeli proliferation was raised at the 1985 NPT Review 

Conference, “other delegations understood this to mean that the Reagan administration ‘did not 

entirely object to the nuclearization of either nation.’”993 This held as long as either nation did 

not overtly confirm their nuclear status. In effect, “the administration’s resumption of nuclear 

 
992 de Klerk, F.W. On Nukes. Legatum Institute, March 2012. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j80qArtrGSY 
993 Rabinowitz, Or, and Nicholas L. Miller. "Keeping the bombs in the basement: US non-proliferation policy 
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fuel shipments…was part of an effort to prevent them from testing a nuclear device.”994 This 

posture changed alongside American assessments of the apartheid regime’s durability, a 

development that was at least partially inspired by de Klerk’s unilateral denuclearization 

initiative. 

 

Thus, in an effort to consolidate his ascent to power against internal (Afrikaner) opposition, de 

Klerk and his supporters may have misperceived the magnitude of the external challenges they 

faced. “Some NP officials, perhaps naively, even posited that de Klerk had enough black support 

during these early years to actually win a popular election after black enfranchisement.”995 U.S. 

pressure to prevent the ANC from inheriting the arsenal contributed to this assessment.996 

Following the elimination of the arsenal, Pretoria considered acknowledging the existence of its 

nuclear weapons program but ultimately demurred. Stumpf provides two reasons for this, 

suggesting that “country’s internal political transformation” to majority-rule and the 

demonstration effect from the American response to Iraq during the Gulf War deterred public 

exposure.997  

 

Despite gestures of liberalization and power-sharing, both internal decisionmakers and external 

actors held an unambiguous view of the future of the Republic’s nuclear arsenal. Under no 
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party ruling hierarchy. See Glad, Betty, and Robert Blanton. "FW de Klerk and Nelson Mandela: A study in 
cooperative transformational leadership." Presidential Studies Quarterly 27.3 (1997): 571. Lieberfeld notes that de 
Klerk was more willing to take risks than his predecessor, “overestimate[ing] his own party’s negotiation skills and 
popular support.” See Lieberfeld, Daniel. "Leadership Change and Negotiation Initiatives in Intractable Civil 
Conflicts." International Journal of Peace Studies 21.1 (2016): 24-25. 
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circumstances would the National Party relinquish control over the weapons, be it to a majority-

rule government or even a right-wing faction. Fears of the latter were by no means exaggerated; 

amongst the host of right-wing separatist organizations was the Vereniging van Oranjewerkers 

(Organization of Orange Workers), an organization founded by former head of the nuclear 

program Wally Grant and Hendrik Verwoerd Jr. (the son of the late Prime Minister).998 de Klerk 

believed that his predecessor had contemplated using the nuclear program “as a bargaining chip 

to relieve economic sanctions.”999 Much to the benefit of South Africa, he held no such 

aspirations. 

 

Taken together, South Africa’s experiences with nuclearization and denuclearization provide 

unique insight into the impact of nuclear proliferation on durability and survival. The arsenal’s 

existence helped the minority-rule government through at least two significant external crises 

and a contentious political succession. Internally, whoever controlled or patronized the nuclear 

infrastructure generally benefited from their presence, using the program as a symbol of 

Afrikaner defiance and a totem of the Republic’s industrial advancement.  

 

As the greatest advocate of the program, P.W. Botha benefited the most from this stance, 

winning power against a popular incumbent, using the nuclear angle to bolster his support among 

the winning coalition of securocrats, expanding his executive powers through an appeal to total 

 
998 The National Party also had well-grounded reasons to fear the loss of a nuclear explosive to a far-right 
organization like the Afrikaner Volksfront. Populated by a cohort of current and former SADF military officers, the 
Volksfront had threatened to stage a coup or secede in order to establish a new autonomous Afrikaner homeland. See 
Van Rooyen, Johann. Hard right: The new white power in South Africa. IB Tauris & Company Limited, 1994: 114. 
More than 60,000 white South Africans protested de Klerk’s reforms on May 26, 1990. In June of that year, 11 far-
right extremists were arrested in relation to a coup plot involving the assassination of both de Klerk and Mandela. 
See Glad, Betty, and Robert Blanton. "FW de Klerk and Nelson Mandela: A study in cooperative transformational 
leadership." Presidential Studies Quarterly 27.3 (1997): 571. 
999 Liberman, Peter. "The rise and fall of the South African bomb." International Security 26.2 (2001): 79. 
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security, and even leveraging the deterrent in an armed conflict. Furthermore, both he and his 

predecessor succeeded in entrapping the support of a great power, accruing the tacit sympathy of 

the United States across both Republican and Democratic administrations. As a political 

experiment, the injustices and blatant iniquitousness of apartheid doomed it from its inception. 

As a counterfactual, one may wonder how much sooner it would have collapsed without the 

presence of a nuclear arsenal, or how much longer it may have lingered without the exogenous 

leadership change that incapacitated Botha and brought his fervently anti-nuclear successor to 

power.    
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CHAPTER 6. Conclusion: The Future of Nuclear Durability 

"We oppose nuclear weapons and we have issued a religious fatwa prohibiting their 

construction. But rest assured: if we wanted to build nuclear weapons, the U.S. would not be 

able to do anything about it, and the United States' prohibition would not be an obstacle." 

– Ali Khamenei 
 

This project examined the effect of nuclear proliferation on political survival. While the positive 

link between nuclear acquisition and durability can be viewed as an intuitive extension of the 

logic of deterrence, this project also showed that the pursuit of atomic weapons can also help at-

risk leaders and regimes stay in power. With the exception of the United States, every major 

instance of nuclear proliferation shared the goal of bolstering the position of those who 

championed their cause. This even applied to the Soviet Union, once considered to be one half of 

the bipolar postwar order. After the end of the Second World War, the USSR found itself “in a 

straight-jacket of inferiority,” having lost over 70% of its industrial infrastructure and suffered 

over 20 million deaths.1000 Fearing an open confrontation with the United States, nuclear 

weapons offered the weakened Soviet state a means of insuring its survival against a better-

armed adversary.1001  

 

Fueled by the “old Soviet belief in the inevitability of confrontation,” the state’s dedicated push 

towards nuclearization occurred in a context of self-help and survival, facing what its leaders 

 
1000 Jacobsen, Carl G. "Soviet strategic policy since 1945." Strategic Power: USA/USSR. Palgrave Macmillan, 
London, 1990: 107. 
1001 Such fears were not without merit, with the specter of a Soviet-American clash flaring up as early as May 1946. 
With 20,000 Soviet troops positioned 15 miles from Tehran, the two states nearly came to blows when Stalin 
refused to relinquish occupied Iranian territory. In response, Truman issued an ultimatum: evacuate all troops within 
six weeks or face entry of American forces. Though Soviet troops ultimately evacuated by May, the experience 
highlighted a power imbalance that left the USSR vulnerable to the newly-atomic US. See: Heravi, Mehdi. Iranian-

American Diplomacy. T. Gaus' Sons, 1969: 46-47. 
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viewed as a vastly superior and already nuclear adversary.1002 President Roosevelt’s “decisions 

to establish a nuclear alliance with Great Britain and to exclude the Soviet Union both from that 

alliance and from any knowledge of the Manhattan Project” likely contributed to Soviet 

paranoia, flaming fears that the war-ravaged state would be next to fall after Germany’s 

surrender.1003 As noted by the British journalist Alexander Werth in November 1945, the Soviet 

government “realized that the atom bomb had become an immense factor in the world’s power 

politics…their real purpose was, first and foremost, to intimidate Russia.”1004 By March 1946, 

Winston Churchill called for an Anglo-American alliance against the Soviet Union, further 

exacerbating Soviet fears and fueling the race towards the bomb.1005 Faced with deepening 

isolation, a powerful adversary, and the ramifications of wartime damage, a national nuclear 

project was not incorrectly deemed to be a vital tool for state security and survival. Moreover, 

nuclear status allowed the ailing Soviet state to position itself as a competitor to American 

influence despite asymmetries in material capacity. 

 

The logic of nuclear durability has only been strengthened in the ensuing years. As was shown 

through both quantitative and qualitative analysis, every regime that stuck to its nuclear guns 

found the gamble worthwhile, leveraging its capability to deter adversaries and entrap reluctant 

allies. This finding is particularly surprising given the manifold risks associated with initiating a 

nuclear program. Some of the states that did so have historically faced economic sanctions, 

 
1002 Jacobsen, Carl G. "Soviet strategic policy since 1945." Strategic Power: USA/USSR. Palgrave Macmillan, 
London, 1990: 109. 
1003 Others like Major General Leslie Groves contributed to the Soviet sense of paranoia, labeling it an enemy and 
warning against extended gestures of cooperation in the postwar period. See: Bernstein, Barton J. "The quest for 
security: American foreign policy and international control of atomic energy, 1942-1946." The Journal of American 

History 60.4 (1974): 1003; Groves, General Leslie R. Now it can be told: The story of the Manhattan Project. Da 
Capo Press, 2009: 138. 
1004 Werth, Alexander. Russia at War, 1941–1945: A History. Simon and Schuster, 2017: 1044. 
1005 Bernstein, Barton J. American Foreign Policy and the Origins of the Cold War. Bobbs-Merrill, 1970: 42. 
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diplomatic isolation, and even the risk of external intervention. The experience of the Iranian and 

Iraqi regimes provides a stark warning in that regard, showing that the pursuit of nuclear 

weapons can expose regimes to crippling sanctions, pariah status, and even foreign-imposed 

regime change.   

 

Despite these concerns, however, the analysis provided in this project shows that nuclear 

proliferation tends to have a positive impact in enhancing the durability of regimes and their 

leaders. Though cases like Iraq and Libya provide high-profile illustrations of the dangers of 

nuclearization, they have largely been outliers in the sample of proliferating states. When viewed 

as a whole, work on nuclear weapons has generally bolstered the political position of the actors 

involved. When compared to those that did not nuclearize, the pursuit of nuclear weapons 

reduces the likelihood of leadership change by six percent, ceteris paribus. Holding structural 

power constant, successful acquisition reduces the likelihood of irregular exit, coups d’état, and 

post-tenure death, exile, and imprisonment. Relative to those that did not develop nuclear 

weapons, both pursuit and acquisition reduced the likelihood of regime failure, even when taking 

into account a battery of controls accounting for national power.    

 

While other prestige projects can also be used to enhance regime and leader durability, nuclear 

weapons are sui generis, extending protections that few if any other investments can provide. 

Like chemotherapy for endangered regimes, initiating a nuclear weapons program is risky and 

not without its perils. But it also provides a unique bargaining chip that allows even the most 

fragile actors to stay in power. This is reflected in the fact that many of the states that pursued 

nuclear weapons were weak, isolated, or externally threatened. At the time of its inception, the 
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Israeli state found itself snubbed by the major powers and encircled by neighbors that sought its 

outright destruction. Proliferation safeguarded the state’s integrity through two major wars, 

deterred an outright invasion of the homeland, and even helped successive prime ministers 

negotiate substantial material transfers from the United States.  

 

Nor was Israel alone in this regard. Facing pariah status over apartheid, the Afrikaner regime 

successfully leveraged its nuclear option to extract concessions and ward off diplomatic pressure 

from the United States. The nuclear program contributed to the regime’s longevity, keeping an 

otherwise obsolete minority-rule government in power for decades. Though its leaders ultimately 

dismantled the regime, they did so voluntarily along with the state’s nuclear arsenal. 

Comparably, several Latin American regimes likewise found that nuclear capacity could be used 

to ward off international pressure, helping to detract from their various domestic and human 

rights abuses. Where dedicated nuclear programs were initiated, both regimes and leaders 

enjoyed a boost to domestic support and external durability that continued for as long as they 

maintained their capacity to produce weapons of mass destruction. Where such programs were 

discontinued or the weapons dismantled, the durability benefits also faded.  

 

In this sense, the fortifying influence of nuclear weapons can be thought of as a successful 

gamble for resurrection. Such a strategy involves undertaking a risky initiative in order to 

maintain power at home.1006 While the decision to initiate a nuclear program might be inherently 

risky, it provides a viable means of bolstering regime and leader durability: those who attempt it 

leverage the threat of regional nuclearization, lost or stolen nuclear materials, and nuclear 

 
1006 See, among others, Downs, George W., and David M. Rocke. "Conflict, agency, and gambling for resurrection: 
The principal-agent problem goes to war." American Journal of Political Science (1994): 362-380. 
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escalation in exchange for continuity in power. States that pursue nuclear weapons raise their 

capacity to increase the cost of their downfall, generating incentives for the international 

community to prevent their outright collapse. Among others, such a bargaining chip has been 

used with great success by governments in Argentina, Brazil, Pakistan, South Korea, and 

Taiwan, extending the life of political actors who would otherwise have faced nearly 

insurmountable challenges. 

 

The link between nuclear weapons and durability has long been theorized but not explored in full 

depth. While previous literature has commented on the deterrent capabilities assumed by the 

possession of such arms, they have not viewed the question from the perspective of regime 

survival.1007 This project filled the gap by reversing the causal arrow, showing the ways in which 

nuclear proliferation can stabilize beleaguered regimes and leaders. This has been shown to hold 

relative to both durability and resilience in office, with the pursuit and acquisition of nuclear 

weapons helping actors survive environmental challenges and exogenous shocks. Those who 

strive to accrue them view nuclear weapons as “part of what they believe they have to possess to 

be legitimate modern states.”1008 This was evident in both near-nuclear states like Libya and Iraq, 

as well as former nuclear states like South Africa and Ukraine. But where nuclear capabilities 

fortified political actors, their loss weakened them and exposed them to harm. 

 

 
1007 See, for example: Sagan, Scott Douglas, and Kenneth Neal Waltz. The spread of nuclear weapons: a debate 

renewed: with new sections on India and Pakistan, terrorism, and missile defense. WW Norton & Company, 2003: 
59; Way, Christopher, and Jessica LP Weeks. "Making it personal: regime type and nuclear proliferation." American 

Journal of Political Science 58.3 (2014): 705-719. 
1008 Sagan, Scott D. "Why do states build nuclear weapons? Three models in search of a bomb." International 

security 21.3 (1997): 57. 
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The conflict in Ukraine presents the latest example of such a legacy. After its independence from 

the Soviet Union, Ukraine’s nuclear status was seen a means of “existential deterrence” 

supporting its fragile sovereignty and offering a remedy that could “cure Moscow’s ‘imperial 

disease.’”1009 The question of disarmament was met with heavy skepticism at home, with both 

public sentiment and the Ukrainian parliament expressing a desire to keep the weapons. Certain 

commentators even went as far as to argue that “Ukraine should have been quietly encouraged to 

fashion its own nuclear deterrent….ensuring that the Russians, who have a history of bad 

relations with Ukraine, do not move to reconquer it.”1010 Fears that Russia would “reassert its 

imperial prerogatives” were expressed in a remarkably prescient 1994 article by Ted Carpenter, 

who wrote, “Those fears are not unfounded, as Russian politicians across the political spectrum 

openly express irredentist sentiments toward Ukraine. A simmering dispute involving the 

Crimea…is an especially dangerous flashpoint.”1011 Mitchell Reiss shared a similar view, writing 

that since its independence “the gravest external threat to Ukraine’s security derived from 

Russia’s inability to reconcile itself to the idea of a sovereign Ukraine.”1012 

 

Given the negative examples highlighted above, one may wonder if more actors will come to 

treat nuclear weapons as an inoculation against state collapse or regime failure. Gaps in the 

enforcement of non-proliferation norms will likely contribute to this belief, eroding the strong 
 

1009 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 102. 
1010 Mearsheimer, John J. "The case for a Ukrainian nuclear deterrent." Foreign affairs (1993): 50. 
1011 These sentiments predate the Soviet era, going back to the early Russian assumption “that Ukraine is 
geographically and culturally an indivisible part of Russia.” Nor were these concepts disputed in the early post-
Soviet era: in a review essay on nuclear weapons security crises, Bruno Tertrais claims that a signaling error resulted 
in Ukrainian nuclear officers requiring a loyalty oath to Russia. The event is cited as the catalyst leading the 
Ukrainian government to attempt to retain its nuclear weapons. See: Conquest, Robert. Last Empire: Nationality and 

the Soviet Future. Hoover Press, 2017: 151; Carpenter, Ted Galen. "Closing the nuclear umbrella." Foreign Affairs. 
73 (1994): 9; Sokolski, Henry D., and Bruno Tertrais, eds. Nuclear weapons security crises: What does history 

teach? Strategic Studies Institute and US Army War College Press, 2013: 10. 
1012 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 100. 
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conventions against the development of such weapons. Samuel Kim makes this point eloquently: 

“the five original nuclear-weapon states…have reneged on their solemn treaty obligations ‘to 

nuclear disarmament under strict and effective international control”…Indeed, NFW [Nuclear 

First World] hypocrisy has served as the chief proliferation catalyst by allowing Third World 

states to legitimize their drive for nuclear weapons in normative/equity and security/sovereignty 

terms.”1013 In a similar vein, coercive force is also unlikely to offset such desires. As Robert Pape 

asserts, “external pressure is more likely to enhance the nationalist legitimacy of rulers than to 

undermine it.”1014  

 

Taken together, the implications of these factors paint a stark picture of the future. The incentive 

to enhance one’s durability through proliferation may be even more pronounced under 

conditions of multipolarity, as smaller and less powerful states may “seriously worry that a self-

interested superpower ally might not fulfill peacetime pledges of strategic support.”1015 More and 

more states may borrow from the lesson of Libya and North Korea, initiating nuclear programs 

in order to strengthen both their internal and external security. Regrettably, the corpus of 

evidence explored above suggests that their gamble would be a rational one for as long as they 

maintain their nuclear programs. A policy of nuclearization takes advantage of at least three 

different routes to survivability, appeasing domestic audiences, entrapping the support of major 

powers, and deterring regional adversaries in a way that no other security investment could. 

 

 
1013 Kim, Samuel S. "North Korea's nuclear strategy and the interface between international and domestic politics." 
Asian Perspective 34.1 (2010): 51. 
1014 Pape, Robert A. "Why economic sanctions do not work." International security 22.2 (1997): 107. 
1015 Goldstein, Avery. "Understanding nuclear proliferation: Theoretical explanation and China's national 
experience." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 215. 
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Due to the diversity of durability benefits offered by these weapons, counter-proliferation 

strategies would need to take all three mechanisms into consideration in order to provide a viable 

means of negating their positive effects relative to political durability. Recent trends in American 

foreign policy sadly offer little room for counter-acting this effect. The resulting demonstration 

effects from durable proliferators (North Korea) and the demise of would-be nuclear actors 

(Libya) has made this lesson stark: pursue (and hopefully acquire) nuclear weapons in order to 

keep even the most archaic and vulnerable regime in power. Fail to do so and face sanctions, 

isolation, and annihilation. Though this may be seen as a troublesome implication for the future, 

it is simply the outcome of a decades-old perverse incentive, one that promises to grow stronger 

as the promise of external security assurances loses its credibility.  

 

In the past, fears of abandonment and unreliable security guarantees drove many of the states 

explored here towards nuclearization. Most of these programs were ultimately curbed thanks to 

renewed assurances from a great power at least nominally dedicated to the enforcement of non-

proliferation norms. The loss of such leadership and the current hegemon’s disparate treatment 

of nuclear rogues may invite successful proliferation cascades in the future, increasing the 

potential for nuclear escalation and war. Whether we like it or not, nuclear proliferation enhances 

political durability. Self-interested leaders will take whatever action maximizes their probability 

of survival, even if this involves seeking such arms to immunize their regimes. Given the 

findings presented here, the international community faces a difficult decision: generate positive 

incentives to gradually neutralize this perverse incentive or else risk reaping the whirlwind in the 

years to come.  
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APPENDIX A. Vignettes: Independence and Autonomy Through Nuclear Diplomacy 

“No country without an atom bomb could properly consider itself independent.” 

– Charles de Gaulle 

Introduction 

The analysis of nuclear durability concludes with 15 short vignettes exploring the ways in which 

nuclear weapons can bolster regime durability and leader survival. The cases are organized by 

outcome, representing either successes or failures relative to the nuclear strategy pursued. These 

are summarized in Table 17 below. 

 

Table 17: Summary of Vignettes 

Durability Outcome Country Vignettes 

Positive: Durability through Acquisition 
 

France, China, Pakistan, India, North 
Korea 
 

Positive: Durability through Entrapment 
 

Italy, Japan, West Germany, Taiwan, 
South Korea, Brazil, Argentina 
 

Negative: Failure through Denuclearization Egypt, Iraq, Libya 
 

 

Building on the case studies, the examples above represent the full universe of countries that 

acquired nuclear weapons except for the United Kingdom, the US, and USSR. The first category 

represents states that bolstered their political survival through the pursuit and successful 

acquisition of nuclear weapons. The cases explore how nuclear weapons can offer protections 

against a wide variety of shocks and stresses. These include safeguards against coups d’état, 

interstate war, regional rivalries, diplomatic isolation, succession crises, and regime failure. As 
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will be shown, demonstrations of nuclear force have proven beneficial to durability at both the 

leader- and regime levels, for both democracies and non-democracies. 

 

The second category explores cases of entrapment through the pursuit of nuclear weapons. The 

subset of cases includes nearly all countries that pursued or held nuclear weapons at one point, 

with the exception of the Ukraine, Yugoslavia, and Syria.1016 While these states ultimately did 

not acquire nuclear weapons, they nonetheless managed to successfully leverage their nuclear 

programs for concessions and support from a great power actor. Linking back to the hypotheses 

established in previous chapters, these cases show that even the pursuit of nuclear weapons can 

improve durability, generating bargaining power that can help them overcome exogenous shocks 

and avoid punishment or isolation. 

 

The third category assesses failures of durability, exploring cases in which aspiring nuclear states 

suffered adverse ramifications after giving up their weapons capabilities. For at-risk regimes, the 

dangers of denuclearization are manifold; as Tongfi Kim explains, “the aspiring nuclear state, 

already the weaker party, will be in an even weaker bargaining position” by giving up their 

program.1017 Non-proliferation policies during the First Gulf War and the Libyan nuclear 

negotiations proved successful  precisely because of strong assurances that forcible regime 

change would not be considered. It allowed both targeted leaders to feel secure that 

denuclearization would not threaten their survival. When this assumption was shown to be false, 

it strengthened the association between proliferation and durability for external observers.  

 
1016 The list also excludes democracies that at one point considered pursuing nuclear weapons. However, 
Switzerland, Sweden, Norway and Australia can safely be considered to be durable without nuclear weapons. 
1017 Kim, Tongfi. "Asymmetric strategic problems in nuclear nonproliferation." International Relations of the Asia-

Pacific 14.2 (2014): 195. 
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Summary of Evidence 

Table 18 below summarizes the observable implications from the vignettes. The typology 

arranges levels of nuclear activity by leaders’ entry and exit coding, highlighting whether nuclear 

proliferation was used as a mechanism for internal security (legitimation, bolstering leader 

prestige, etc.) or external security (either by deterring an adversary or entrapping the support of a 

great power patron). Dates for nuclear activity are derived from Bleek, with the “level” column 

expressing the highest degree of nuclearization achieved by that leader during his or her 

tenure.1018 Measures of regime type are derived from Geddes, Frantz, and Wright, with leader-

level data on entry and exit sourced from the Archigos project. National income measures are 

based on the World Bank’s World Development Indicators, while the number of military 

alliances is derived from the Alliance Treaty Obligations and Provisions (ATOP) project.1019

 
1018 Bleek, Philipp C. When Did (and Didn't) States Proliferate? Chronicling the Spread of Nuclear Weapons. Belfer 
Center for Science and International Affairs, 2017: 8. 
1019 Leeds, Brett Ashley, Jeffrey M. Ritter, Sara McLaughlin Mitchell, and Andrew G. Long. 2002. Alliance Treaty 
Obligations and Provisions, 1815-1944. International Interactions 28: 237-260. 
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Table 18: Summary of Evidence from Nuclear Vignettes 

Country 
WDI 

Income 
Bracket 

Program 
Duration 

Nuclear 
Level Leader 

Regime 
Type 

(GWF) 

Entry 
Type 

№ of 
Military 
Alliances 

Internal: 
Security 

External: 
Entrap 

External: 
Deter 

Exit 
Type 

Post-Tenure 
fate 

France High 1954-
1960 Acquired Charles de 

Gaulle Dem. Regular 12 Yes1 No Yes Regular OK 

P.R. 
China Low 1955-

1964 Acquired Mao 
Zedong Party Irregular 10 Yes2 No Yes Regular Died in Office 

India Low 1967-
1974 Acquired 

Indira 
Gandhi Dem. Regular 4 Yes No Yes Regular Imprisonment3 

Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee Dem. Regular 6 Yes No Yes Regular OK 

Pakistan Low 1972-
1987 

Pursued Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto Personal Regular 3 Yes No Yes Irregular 

Removed by 
military & 
executed 

Acquired Zia-ul-Haq Military Irregular 2 Yes Yes Yes Irregular Died in 
Office4 

North 
Korea Low 1980-

2006 Acquired 

Kim 
Jong-Il Party Regular 4 Yes Yes Yes Regular Died in Office 

Kim 
Jong-Un Party Irregular5 5 Yes Yes Yes N/A Still in Office 

Italy High 1955-
1958 Explored Antonio 

Segni Dem. Regular 2 Unclear Yes No Regular OK 

Japan High 1967-
1972 Explored Eisaku Satō Dem. Regular 1 Yes Yes Yes Regular OK 

West 
Germany High 1957-

1958 Explored Konrad 
Adenauer Dem. Regular 1 No Yes Yes Regular OK 

Taiwan Upper-
Middle 

1967-
1976 

Explored 

Chiang 
Kai-shek Party Regular 2 Yes Yes Yes Regular Died in Office 

1987-
1988 

Chiang 
Ching-kuo Party Regular 1 Yes Yes Yes Regular Died in Office 

South 
Korea 

Upper-
Middle 

1970-
1981 

Pursued Park 
Chung-hee Military Irregular 1 Yes Yes Yes Irregular Assassinated 

by KCIA 

Pursued Chun 
Doo-hwan Military Irregular 1 Yes Yes Yes Regular OK 
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Table 18. (Cont.) 

Country 
WDI 

Income 
Bracket 

Program 
Duration 

Nuclear 
Level Leader 

Regime 
Type 

(GWF) 

Entry 
Type 

№ of 
Military 
Alliances 

Internal: 
Security 

External: 
Entrap 

External: 
Deter 

Exit 
Type 

Post-Tenure 
fate 

Brazil Upper-
Middle 1975-1990 Pursued 

Ernesto 
Geisel Military Irregular 2 Yes Yes Yes Regular OK 

João 
Figueiredo Military Irregular 7 Yes Yes Yes Regular OK 

José 
Sarney Dem. Regular 8 No6 No No Regular OK 

Argentina Upper-
Middle 1978-1990 Pursued 

Jorge 
Rafael 
Videla 

Military Irregular 2 Yes Yes Yes Regular OK 

Raúl 
Alfonsín Dem. Regular 3 No7 No No Regular OK 

Egypt Low 1955-1970 Pursued 
Gamal 
Abdel 
Nasser 

Party Irregular 7 Yes Yes Yes Regular Died in Office 

Libya Low 1970-2003 Pursued8 Muammar 
Ghaddafi Personal Irregular 10 Yes No Yes Irregular 

Removed by 
rebels, 

executed8 

Iraq Low 1981-1991 Pursued Saddam 
Hussein Personal Irregular 3 Yes No Yes Irregular 

Foreign-
Imposed 
Regime 
Change9 

1 Leveraged a nuclear test to successfully thwart a coup plot. 
2 Leveraged a nuclear test to successfully balance against a suspected coup plot. 
3 First term in office (coinciding with nuclear test) ended with regular elections, with the test improving Gandhi’s popularity at home. She was subsequently 
imprisoned for a week on charges of plotting to kill members of the opposition and assassinated after her second term in office. 
4 Zia died in an airplane accident while in office. 
5 While his father’s succession process was ordered and implemented over a decade, Kim Jong-Un rose to power suddenly, without many of the legitimation 
practices his father had enjoyed during his ascent. 
6 Sarney rose to power through democratic processes and did not need to leverage the nuclear program for domestic legitimation. 
7 Like Sarney, Alfonsín rose to power democratically and did not need the nuclear program for domestic legitimation. 
8 Ghaddafi voluntarily relinquished his nuclear program and was removed from power with support from a NATO-led no-fly zone. 
9 Despite allegations of nuclear activity, the Iraqi nuclear program ceased major operations after the First Gulf War. 
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Durability Through Acquisition 

France 

The evolution of nuclear policy in France was intricately tied to issues of domestic political 

stability. The Fourth Republic underwent multiple changes in government while the nuclear 

program was still under development, seeing 22 different prime ministers in a dozen years. Work 

on the nuclear project helped generate some support for the ailing regime, but it ultimately came 

too late to prevent its collapse.1020 As will be shown, most of the political advantages of the force 

de frappe were reaped by Charles de Gaulle, whose adept maneuvering of the nation’s nuclear 

tests helped his government survive internal strife, decolonization, an attempted coup. 

 

What factors contributed to the systemic weaknesses of the pre-de Gaulle regime? With the base 

of power centered around the National Assembly, the government found itself too divided to 

react to geopolitical changes and external shocks to its integrity. While these challenges proved 

fatal to the Fourth Republic, they were not resolved through the constitutional reforms that 

strengthened executive power under de Gaulle. As will be shown, Gaullism on its own would 

also likely have been insufficient to offset the political crises facing the eroding French empire. 

In this context, public demonstrations of nuclear force served two purposes, assuaging internal 

dissidents (such as the increasingly coup-prone military) and preserving the Republic’s prestige 

against the loss of its colonies. As with Great Britain, the nuclear force reasserted France’s 

 
1020 The nuclear program only bore fruit at the very end of the Fourth Republic, with state’s first nuclear test being 
authorized in April 1958 by the last prime minister of that political order. The Republic collapse just over a month 
later, and the first test only took place in February 1960. See: Scheinman, Lawrence. Atomic energy policy in France 

under the Fourth Republic. Princeton University Press, 2015: 116; Richelson, Jeffrey. “US Intelligence and the 
French Nuclear Weapons Program.” National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book, no. 184. 
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position as a major world power, providing it with “a distinctive identity and a power base from 

which to criticize the hegemonic aspirations of the United States.”1021  

 

Reliance on nuclear signaling became even stronger as former French colonies sought 

independence. As Wolf Mendl notes, “France had lost her status as a world power and had 

suffered a serious decline in her prestige. The total effect of all this was to create a sense of 

national humiliation which was countered [by progress] in the field of atomic energy.”1022 The de 

Gaulle government’s renewed focus on nuclear testing was likely driven by the belief that work 

on a nuclear deterrent could “refocus the French military’s attention away from the losses of 

Indochina and Algeria, provide it with a new mission and sense of purpose, and thereby help to 

re-establish the earlier pattern of French Army obedience to civilian political control.”1023  

 

The link between atomic weapons and political durability was perhaps best captured by French 

Generals Pierre Gallois and André Beaufre, who characterized nuclear status as equivalent to 

holding “the trump cards for an active policy. Their allies had to be more cautious, and those 

without weapons or the prospect of a useful alliance were neutralist.”1024 The issue of Algerian 

independence provided the clearest example of the mechanics of nuclear durability in France, 

demonstrating how such weapons could stabilize political authority both at home and abroad.  

 

 
1021 Freedman, Lawrence, and Jeffrey H. Michaels. The evolution of nuclear strategy. Vol. 20. London: Macmillan, 
1989: 305. 
1022 Mendl, Wolf. "The Background of French Nuclear Policy." International Affairs (Royal Institute of 

International Affairs 1944-) 41.1 (1965): 33. 
1023 Dunn, Lewis A. "Military politics, nuclear proliferation, and the ‘nuclear coup d’état’." Journal of Strategic 

Studies 1.1 (1978): 34. 
1024 Freedman, Lawrence, and Jeffrey H. Michaels. The evolution of nuclear strategy. Vol. 20. London: Macmillan, 
1989: 299. 
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The situation in Algeria posed an early challenge to de Gaulle’s authority; with over 480,000 

military personnel stationed in the state, the issue of independence remained contentious even 

after the controversial 1961 referendum on the matter.1025 Fearing widespread civil strife over the 

decision, he hoped that a nuclear test would offer an enduring totem of his authority, both 

“giving a lesson to the rebels” and “sending a message to the rest of the world.”1026 The nation’s 

fourth test (“Gerboise Verte”) soon tested this theory. Following the “Revolt of the Generals” led 

by then-Commander-in-Chief of French forces in Algeria Maurice Challe, de Gaulle approved 

the accelerated detonation of a nuclear device housed at the Reggane test site in the Sahara. 

Though the test was initially planned for later in the year, the detonation was pushed up in order 

to prevent the rebelling generals from capturing the device.1027  

 

News of the coup reached Paris on the morning of 22 April 1961: during a cabinet meeting on 

the subject, de Gaulle approved plans for pushing up the date of Gerboise Verte. Responding to 

the move, General Challe conveyed an urgent message to General Jean Thiry, commander of the 

Operational Group of Nuclear Experiment (GOEN), asking him, “refrain from detonating your 

little bomb; keep it for us, it will be useful.”1028 The exchange (as well as Challe’s focus on the 

issue) highlighted the weight assigned to the ownership of the nuclear test. The victor would be 

granted dominance in the struggle for power, with the balance of nuclear authority dictating the 

fate of the competing generals. Civilian officials of the Fifth Republic shared this assessment, 

 
1025 Though over 75% of respondents supported self-determination for the Algerian territory, the issue remained 
controversial and divisive at home, with a fervent minority opposing any action that would reduce France’s imperial 
assets abroad. See: Horne, Alistair. "A Savage War of Peace: Algeria, 1954-1962. Rev ed." London, Papermac 
(1987): 434. 
1026 See: Horne, Alistair. "A Savage War of Peace: Algeria, 1954-1962. Rev ed." London, Papermac (1987): 459; 
Sokolski, Henry D., and Bruno Tertrais, eds. Nuclear weapons security crises: What does history teach? Strategic 
Studies Institute and US Army War College Press, 2013: 41. 
1027 Tertrais, Bruno. "A ‘Nuclear Coup’? France, the Algerian War, and the April 1961 Nuclear Test." Sokolski and 

Tertrais, eds., Nuclear Weapons Security Crises (2012): 25. 
1028 Rocard, Yves. Mémoires sans concessions. B. Grasset, 1988: 322. 
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with the head of the nuclear technical team Jean Viard sensing that the coup leaders sought the 

device as a bargaining chip or “instrument of blackmail” against de Gaulle.1029  

 

As the members of the French selectorate shuffled to take a side in the first days of the coup, the 

balance of power remained ambiguous. In this fluid state of play, power over the nuclear test 

remained a paramount symbol of authority for both the putsch leaders and de Gaulle. By April 

23, the situation appeared to take a negative turn for the incumbent, with the commander of 

French forces in the Sahara General Gustave Mentré joining the rebels.1030 Ultimately, the issue 

was decided only when the question of nuclear authority was resolved. After a period of intense 

negotiation, General Thiry and the nuclear forces were convinced to side with Paris, pushing the 

date of the test up to April 25 in response to the “political circumstances” of the situation.1031 

 

From a technical standpoint, Gerboise Verte was a failure, yielding less than one kiloton relative 

to an expected yield of 6-18 kilotons. This was largely a result of the test’s accelerated timeline, 

which prompted the detonation of an ill-prepared device. However, it ultimately proved to be a 

decisive political success for the embattled de Gaulle. The test occurred at Reggane “three days 

after the revolt had begun.”1032 To guarantee full control over the situation, de Gaulle even 

ordered the disruption of communications between the site and Algiers, thus ensuring that news 

of the detonation would be announced by him instead of Challe and the rebels.1033 In doing so, 

 
1029 Sokolski, Henry D., and Bruno Tertrais, eds. Nuclear weapons security crises: What does history teach? 
Strategic Studies Institute and US Army War College Press, 2013: 36. 
1030 Abramovici, Pierre. Le putsch des généraux: De Gaulle contre l'armée (1958-1961). Fayard, 2011: 308.  
1031 Sokolski, Henry D., and Bruno Tertrais, eds. Nuclear weapons security crises: What does history teach? 
Strategic Studies Institute and US Army War College Press, 2013: 39. 
1032 Dunn, Lewis A. "Military politics, nuclear proliferation, and the ‘nuclear coup d’état’." Journal of Strategic 

Studies 1.1 (1978): 38. 
1033 Indeed, a significant faction of French forces in Algeria openly expressed their support for the rebelling 
generals. Even after Thiry sided with de Gaulle, the civilian head of the nuclear technical team was so concerned of 
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the explosion sounded the death knell for the Algiers putsch, with General Mentré 

communicating his surrender to Challe on the same evening and going into hiding. By 11PM that 

night, “it was announced that the coup had failed,” with Gerboise Verte standing as “the perfect 

symbol of de Gaulle’s consolidation of power.”1034 

 

China 

The People’s Republic of China made the decision to nuclearize at a time of great external and 

internal insecurity. Emerging from the controversial Great Leap Forward, the call to develop 

nuclear weapons occurred as the Maoist government found itself internally divided, alienated 

from the Soviet Union, and encircled by American allies. In this context, the country’s first 

nuclear tests allowed the embattled regime to demonstrate its durability at home and abroad, 

helping Mao overcome factionalism within the party and provide a strategic alternative to offset 

the loss of superpower patronage following the Sino-Soviet split.  

 

As argued by Steve Chan, “Like Israel and South Africa today [sic], it had very limited 

diplomatic leverage and faced strong challenges to the legitimacy of its regime (e.g. its exclusion 

from the United Nations and the US support for a rival regime whose declared policy was to 

invade the Mainland.”1035 Asymmetries in material power left China at a marked disadvantage, 

exposing it to pressure from both superpowers. Possession of nuclear arms allowed the regime to 

 
rebel influence that he personally transported the explosives package of Gerboise Verte in the back of his personal 
Citroen 2CV. See: Pô, Jean-Damien. Les moyens de la puissance: les activités militaires du CEA, 1945-2000. 
Ellipses Marketing, 2001: 139-140. 
1034 Sokolski, Henry D., and Bruno Tertrais, eds. Nuclear weapons security crises: What does history teach? 
Strategic Studies Institute and US Army War College Press, 2013: 43. 
1035 Avery Goldstein makes a similar argument, noting that nuclear proliferation can serve as “a hedge against the 
dangers posed by prospective adversaries and the inevitable risks of abandonment by diffident allies or indecisive 
international organizations.” See; Chan, Steve. "Incentives for nuclear proliferation: The case of international 
pariahs." Journal of Strategic Studies 3.1 (1980): 27; Goldstein, Avery. "Understanding nuclear proliferation: 
Theoretical explanation and China's national experience." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 215. 
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even the balance of power at a discount, protecting its existence at a time when it faced threats 

from both the United States and the Soviet Union. 

 

Geopolitically, the Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1954-55 served as a catalyst for Mao and the 

Republic, spurring work on a nuclear deterrent in order to stave off the encirclement of the 

newfound state.1036 China faced a severe existential threat from both the Truman and Eisenhower 

administrations, which had contemplated using nuclear weapons against it during the Korean 

War.1037 As Rosemary Foot indicates “China was to be threatened with nuclear retaliation many 

more times between 1954 and 1958…these threats probably accelerated the outcome greatly 

feared in America: the development of China’s independent nuclear program.”1038  

 

Tensions continued to build into the following decade: when news of Chinese armament reached 

the west, President Kennedy labeled the development as a significant danger to American 

security, even considering military action against the proliferator’s nuclear facilities.1039 This was 

hardly an empty threat, with the President requesting military options for a targeted attack and 

warning, “I’ll go to the last mile to try to prevent new testing of nuclear weapons…and to find a 

way to prevent China from developing its first nuclear bomb.”1040 But as with many of the other 

 
1036 Lewis, John Wilson, and Litai Xue. China builds the bomb. Vol. 3. Stanford University Press, 1991. 
1037 Fears of a nuclear exchange reached a zenith during China’s initial entry into the conflict, in particular “during 
the American retreat from the Yalu in December 1950.” See: Goldhamer, Herbert. Communist Reaction in Korea to 

American Possession of the A-Bomb and its Significance for US Political and Psychological Warfare. Rand, 1952: 
23; Foreign Relations of the United States, 1950, Korea, Volume VII, eds. John P. Glennon and S. Everett Gleason 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1976), Editorial Note; Norris, Robert S., and Hans M. Kristensen. "Us 
nuclear threats: then and now." Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 62.5 (2006): 70. 
1038 Foot, Rosemary J. "Nuclear coercion and the ending of the Korean conflict." International Security 13.3 (1988): 
112. 
1039 Whitlark, Rachel Elizabeth. "Nuclear beliefs: A leader-focused theory of counter-proliferation." Security Studies 
26.4 (2017): 562. Richard Reeves expands on this point, suggesting that the creation of the test ban treaty was 
primarily aimed at preventing a Chinese nuclear test. See: Reeves, Richard. President Kennedy: profile of power. 
Simon and Schuster, 1994: 563. 
1040 Reeves, Richard. President Kennedy: profile of power. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 510. 
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cases explored in this chapter, such pressure only served to strengthen China’s resolve, 

highlighting the dangers that justified acquisition of a nuclear deterrent. 

 

On the other side of the equation, the state found itself increasingly reliant on Moscow for 

protection, a dependency that heightened Chinese policymakers’ fears of abandonment and 

isolation. Even prior to the Sino-Soviet split, the reliability of bilateral ties between the two 

states was brought into question by suspicions that “Moscow would have strong incentives to 

renege on commitments whose fulfillment might prove disastrous.”1041 Khrushchev even 

downplayed Soviet resolve during the Taiwan Strait Crisis, seeking to avoid a nuclear conflict 

over what was seen as a dubious satellite ally with little geopolitical value.  

 

These concerns came to a head in 1959 when the Soviet Union ceased aid transfers to China, 

prompting the state to double down on its nuclear investment in a bid for self-sufficiency.1042 As 

a result of the tangible security challenges generated by these threats, Chinese policymakers 

sought to hasten work on the nuclear program, using it as a cost-efficient means of protecting the 

state against external aggressors.1043 Its status as a prestige project also generated externalities 

that helped consolidate Mao’s hold on power at a moment of domestic political vulnerability. 

 

The push for nuclear weapons served an undeniable domestic purpose, helping to signal the 

consolidation of Mao’s power “in the wake of failed economic policies under the Great Leap 

 
1041 Goldstein, Avery. "Understanding nuclear proliferation: Theoretical explanation and China's national 
experience." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 226. 
1042 Lewis, John Wilson, and Litai Xue. China builds the bomb. Vol. 3. Stanford University Press, 1991: 150. 
1043 The issue was debated at the Lu Shan Conference meeting of the Central Committee in August 1959. Defense 
Minister Peng Dehuai “attacked Mao not only for the failure of the Great Leap Forward but also apparently for 
worsening relations with the Soviet Union.” Ultimately, his calls for rapprochement were not heeded: Peng was 
purged from the party and Mao “pushed ahead with his decision to develop nuclear weapons without Soviet aid.” 
See Tao, Jay. "Mao's World Outlook: Vietnam and the Revolution in China." Asian Survey 8.5 (1968): 430.  
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Forward.”1044 As the leader wrote in 1956, “If we are not to be bullied in the present-day world, 

we cannot do without the Bomb.”1045 Investment in the program increased at a time of political 

turbulence, with the selectorate challenged by “harsh divisions along cultural, ideological, 

political, and economic lines…[which] undermined the capacity of Mao to control the 

situation.”1046 High-profile policy failures during Mao’s early reign contributed to a need for 

legitimation at home.  

 

As Jay Tao observes, the period was marked by “continued debate and increasing disagreement 

among the Chinese leadership with Mao’s Vietnam strategy and Soviet policy.”1047 Internal 

clashes with then-Party Chairman Liu Shaoqi further raised the spectre of a potential coup: 

though much of the controversy was attributed to agitation by Red Guard cadres, the conflict 

nonetheless cast doubt on the strength of Mao’s hold on power.1048 In this context, Mao’s 

personal interventions provided a useful signal to detractors at home, with the leader pressuring 

key actors “to produce scientific successes to illustrate the efficacy of his leadership.”1049 The 

race for a nuclear bomb helped him protect his rule, motivating leading scientists to “telescope 

some of the research processes in order to speed up the program.”1050  

 

 
1044 Sokolski, Henry D., and Bruno Tertrais, eds. Nuclear weapons security crises: What does history teach? 
Strategic Studies Institute and US Army War College Press, 2013: 69. 
1045 Zedong, Mao. "On the ten great relationships." April 25 (1956): 288. 
1046 Rosa, Paolo, and Paolo Foradori. "Politics does not stop at the'nuclear edge': neoclassical realism and the 
making of China's military doctrine." Rivista Italania di Scienza Politica 47.3 (2017): 366. 
1047 Tao, Jay. "Mao's World Outlook: Vietnam and the Revolution in China." Asian Survey 8.5 (1968): 421. 
1048 Similar to the French experience several years prior, the Chinese government encountered challenges from the 
military, including an instance in which “the military commander of the Sinkiang [Xinjiang] Province in China 
threatened to seize the nuclear base there if Maoists attempted to take over the provincial government.” See 
Brennan, Donald G. "The Risks of Spreading Weapons: A Historical Case." Arms Control and Disarmament Annual 

Review (1968): 59. 
1049 Minor, Michael S. "China's Nuclear Development Program." Asian Survey 16.6 (1976): 573. 
1050 Ibid: 574. 
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Taken together, the Chinese nuclear program proved beneficial to the durability of both Mao’s 

rule and the survival of the burgeoning People’s Republic. The program clearly served as “an 

instrument of political coercion” and a means of domestic prestige, a notion that was supported 

by the fact that China would not develop a formal nuclear strategy until after Mao’s death.1051 

Internationally, the acquisition of nuclear weapons protected the country from American 

pressure and the loss of Soviet support. Nuclearization lent the Beijing government greater 

international credibility: as observed by Ashok Kapur, “the label of irrationality [once assigned 

to Chinese leaders] has now been transferred to the [sic] irrational Indians, Brazilians, and so 

on.”1052 Echoing this, former General Secretary Jiang Zemin added, "If Chairman Mao and 

Premier Zhou had not led us to produce nuclear bombs, hydrogen bombs, and man-made 

satellites, we would not be in this situation today," adding, "I fear that we would have been 

attacked earlier on."1053 

 

Domestically, the first nuclear test formally confirmed the totality of Mao’s hold on power, 

allowing him to remove oppositional elements within the party: “shortly after China claimed a 

limited although credible deterrent, an all-out attack began on Mao’s top opponents in the 

party.”1054 As Susan Rifkin argues, “nuclear weapons have provided China with the security to 

follow a course of social, political, and economic development that best suits her internal 

 
1051 Developing a nuclear doctrine would be seen as a defiance of Mao’s theories of war, going against perceptions 
of the totality of his leadership. See Rosa, Paolo, and Paolo Foradori. "Politics does not stop at the 'nuclear edge': 
neoclassical realism and the making of China's military doctrine." Rivista Italania di Scienza Politica 47.3 (2017): 
360. 
1052 Kapur, Ashok. "International nuclear proliferation: Multilateral diplomacy and regional aspects." Praeger 
Publishers. London, (1979): 51. 
1053 Zemin, Jiang. "Jiang Zemin wenxuan." Jiang Zemin’s Selected Works 1 (2006): 323. 
1054 Tao, Jay. "Mao's World Outlook: Vietnam and the Revolution in China." Asian Survey 8.5 (1968): 431. 
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conditions.”1055 The bomb program offered the embattled regime a means of generating national 

pride and legitimacy, providing security “not just against the sort of foreign interference that had 

burdened China during the preceding century but also against what had become a domestic 

condition of grinding poverty.”1056 Even a modest nuclear arsenal managed to provide security 

benefits that alternatively would have required comparably prohibitive investments in 

conventional arms. By producing security on the cheap, the bomb thus allowed the burgeoning 

state to shift scarce resources to other pressing needs, yielding a positive externality that helped 

it survive its first tumultuous years.  

 

Pakistan 

Nuclear weapons have had an intriguing impact on political durability in Pakistan. The state’s 

domestic political history has been checkered, experiencing our coups d’état, dissolutions of 

parliament, assassinations, and forcible leadership takeovers.1057 But while different factions 

gained and lost power, the military’s controlling stake over the state’s nuclear assets has helped 

it remain a strategic veto player and kingmaker even when individual leaders fell from grace.1058 

In spite of the myriad political shocks, the Pakistani military has ensured that progress on the 

nuclear program “remained firewalled from all political shocks.”1059  

 

 
1055 Rifkin, Susan B. "The Chinese model for science and technology: its relevance for other developing countries." 
Technological Forecasting and Social Change 7.3 (1975): 268. 
1056 Goldstein, Avery. "Understanding nuclear proliferation: Theoretical explanation and China's national 
experience." Security Studies 2.3-4 (1993): 228. 
1057 Khan, Feroz Hassan. "Political Transitions and Nuclear Management in Pakistan." Sokolski and Tertrais, eds., 

Nuclear Weapons Security Crises (2010): 145. 
1058 Braut-Hegghammer and Perkovich make a similar argument, asserting that the army’s control over the nuclear 
program gave it “status and international policy veto power…essentially, the government cannot do anything 
without the military’s approval.” See Braut-Hegghammer, Målfrid, and George Perkovich. To Join or Not to Join 

the Nuclear Club: How Nations Think about Nuclear Weapons: Two Middle East Case Studies. Middle East Studies, 
Marine Corps University, 2013: 3. 
1059 Khan, Feroz Hassan. "Political Transitions and Nuclear Management in Pakistan." Sokolski and Tertrais, eds., 

Nuclear Weapons Security Crises (2010): 179. 
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This, in turn, has contributed to its domestic clout. Such a view is broadly supported in the 

literature: Feroz Khan argues that “this pattern has continued regardless of any bitterness 

between successors and predecessors.”1060 Likewise, Peter Feaver confirms, “one can trace who 

was the de facto power in Pakistan by tracing the line of power over the nuclear program.”1061 

The nuclear program has also provided substantial benefits for Pakistan’s external security, 

generating a deterrent against regional adversaries and entrapping material and military support 

from the United States.   

 

Like many others, Pakistan’s nuclear ambitions began with the Atoms for Peace program, under 

which the state received a 5MW research reactor and access to valuable technical and scientific 

research.1062 Though the United States offered the state some guarantees to offset regional 

security concerns, its concurrent relations with India left Pakistan with a sense of unreliability 

towards the partnership.1063 Fears of a capricious change in US foreign policy (particularly one 

that would shift focus in favor of the larger and more powerful India) generated additional 

support for the establishment of an independent deterrent force.1064  

 

 
1060 Ibid: 147 
1061 Feaver, Peter D. "Nuclear Command and Control in Crisis: Old Lessons from New History." Nuclear Weapons 

Security Crises: What Does History Teach: 217. 
1062 After purchasing a Canadian heavy water reactor, Pakistani nuclear personnel had access to training and 
resources in the United States, West Germany, the Soviet Union, and Canada. This provided essential scientific 
expertise that was later capitalized to advance the bomb program. See Khalilzad, Zalmay. "Pakistan and the Bomb." 
Survival 21.6 (1979): 245. 
1063 The state was categorized as a frontline ally following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, receiving $1.1 billion 
in economic debt as well as $1 in debt remission after joining the anti-terror coalition following the September 11 
attacks. For more on the history of US-Pakistani relations, see Reetz, Dietrich, and Sigrid Faath. "Anti-Americanism 
in the Islamic World." (2006): 183; Greenwood, Ted, Harold A. Feiveson, and Theodore B. Taylor. "Nuclear 
proliferation: Motivations, capabilities, and strategies for control." (1977): 61. 
1064 Schneider, Jonas. "The Study of Leaders in Nuclear Proliferation and How to Reinvigorate It." International 

Studies Review 22.1 (2020): 10. 
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These fears were confirmed in 1974 when the US levied an arms embargo against Pakistan. 

Initially, nuclearization was viewed in strategic terms, with the program serving as a costly 

investment that could be traded in for a formal security guarantee and the provision of a 

“sufficient conventional deterrent” from the United States.1065 Secretary of State Kissinger 

exacerbated the situation by holding “apparently contradictory discussions” with Iranian and 

Pakistani leaders in 1976: “in the case of Iran, interests of non-proliferation were said to be 

served by the continuance of American conventional sales; but in the case of Pakistan those 

same interests were said to necessitate the threat of an American arms embargo.”1066  

 

Ironically, the State Department was aware of the security challenges some of its policies were 

generating. By June 1979, it had become apparent that Pakistan’s nuclear ambitions were at least 

partially motivated by a “desire for a ‘bargaining chip’” to exact security and economic 

concession from the United States.1067 But “while the United States agreed to lift the embargo, it 

remained reluctant to provide Pakistan with heavy weapons.”1068 In a situation that somewhat 

paralleled US-Libyan interactions three decades later, the United States instead threatened to 

withhold economic and military assistance from Pakistan if it insisted on reprocessing plutonium 

for weapons development. Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto even complained of the double-

standard of expectations applied to India and Pakistan:  

“India is reported to have plans to carry out a series of nuclear explosions, having already 
conducted one on our doorstep. Her nuclear capability was built on the material and 

technology she derived from an unsafeguarded reactor and heavy water supplied by 

 
1065 Indeed, Pakistani leaders unambiguously promised that an uninterrupted supply of conventional arms would 
successfully deter their program. This, however, was not realized. See: Reetz, Dietrich, and Sigrid Faath. "Anti-
Americanism in the Islamic World." (2006): 189. 
1066 The arms embargo presented a particularly painful challenge, as both the Soviet Union, Europe, and the United 
States consistently refused to sell weapons to Pakistan whilst continuing to supply India. See Burt, Richard. 
"Nuclear proliferation and the spread of new conventional weapons technology." International Security (1977): 121. 
1067 Volpe, Tristan A. "Atomic leverage: Compellence with nuclear latency." Security Studies 26.3 (2017): 518. 
1068 Khalilzad, Zalmay. "Pakistan and the Bomb." Survival 21.6 (1979): 246. 
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Canada and the United States respectively. Can it be claimed that there is not some 
discrimination involved here?”1069  

 

However, the protest largely fell on deaf ears, with Kissinger even threatening to “make a 

horrible example out of him.”1070 Rather than curbing Pakistan’s nuclear ambitions, such actions 

only strengthened domestic perceptions of the project’s value. This posture also established a 

perverse incentive for future nuclear testing: if India tested a nuclear device for a second time 

and Pakistan responded by conducting its first nuclear test, the US would restart sanctions 

against Pakistan but would likely have a muted response towards India. Indeed, this dynamic 

ultimately came to pass in 1998. 

 

The nuclear weapons project also proved useful as a means of safeguarding national sovereignty 

against regional security challenges. The three Indo-Pakistani wars of 1948, 1965, and 1971 

cemented fears of a grave power imbalance in the minds of Pakistani policymakers. Specifically, 

the 1971 conflict “demonstrated that neither China nor the United States could be expected to 

intervene on behalf of Pakistan or provide extended deterrence in case of a future Indian invasion 

or nuclear intimidation.”1071 Pakistani suspicions were all but confirmed following the 1974 

detonation of India’s “peaceful nuclear explosive,” which led to an acceleration of work on the 

nuclear project.1072 It was these fears that prompted then-Foreign Minister Bhutto to claim that 

the population would even “eat grass” if they have to in order to secure a nuclear deterrent.  

 

 
1069 Bhutto, Zulfikar Ali. "Bilateralism: new directions." Pakistan Horizon 29.4 (1976): 25. 
1070 Ali, Tariq. The duel: Pakistan on the flight path of American power. Simon and Schuster, 2009: 110. 
1071 Masood, Talat. "Pakistan as a receptive proliferator." Nuclear Proliferation and International Security (2007): 
173. 
1072 Writing about the motivations for the Pakistani bomb, Shlomo Aronson observes, “In truth, Pakistan may 
believe that its survival is at stake, as Indian nationalists have never accepted the idea of a separate Muslim entity in 
the subcontinent.” See Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: 

Opacity, Theory, and Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 265. 
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Bhutto’s famous utterance reflected the strong domestic support the program enjoyed. As Talat 

Masood observes, “the military establishment, political and religious parties, scientific 

community, and the public are supportive of Pakistan’s nuclear program and have seen it as a 

central pillar of the country’s security.”1073 Work on a dedicated bomb program began in 1972, 

with then-President Bhutto personally approving the project within a month of assuming 

power.1074 For the state’s selectorate, the spate of clashes with India supported Bhutto’s vision of 

a stable nuclear Pakistan, allowing it to use “subtle nuclear signaling” to offset the influence of 

the militarily dominant India.1075 When Bhutto lost power to General Zia ul-Haq in 1977, control 

over the nuclear infrastructure also changed hands, with the latter taking personal control over 

the program.1076 Zia voiced his philosophy on nuclear durability in a March 1987 interview with 

Time magazine, proclaiming, “You can write today that Pakistan can build a bomb whenever it 

wishes. Once you have acquired the technology, which Pakistan has, you can do whatever you 

like.”1077 

 

Though Zia’s sudden death in a 1988 plane crash introduced a significant leadership vacuum, the 

military managed to retain control over the nuclear infrastructure, helping guide the succession 

process and smooth out the resulting interregnum. As Aronson argues, despite “Zia’s sudden 

departure from the scene, Pakistan’s own nuclear program seemed to go on as before. And the 

 
1073 Talat Masood reflects on the “romance” associated with being considered a nuclear power, noting that 
“successive governments in Pakistan, like their Indian counterparts, have made psychological investment in the 
program that supposedly serves to cement national unity and pride.” See Masood, Talat. "Pakistan as a receptive 
proliferator." Nuclear Proliferation and International Security (2007): 173, 188. 
1074 For a breakdown of the Pakistani nuclear program, see: Lavoy, Peter R. "Pakistan's Strategic Culture: A 
Theoretical Excursion." Strategic Insight. v.6, issue 10 (2005):10-12; Khan, Feroz. Eating grass: The making of the 

Pakistani bomb. Stanford University Press, 2012: 59-63. 
1075 Khan, Feroz. Eating grass: The making of the Pakistani bomb. Stanford University Press, 2012: 207. 
1076 Khan, Feroz Hassan. "Political Transitions and Nuclear Management in Pakistan." Sokolski and Tertrais, eds., 
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1077 Doerner, William R. "Knocking at the nuclear door." Time 30 (1987): 42. 
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same seemed to be the case when Mrs. Bhutto was deposed by the Pakistani army in summer 

1990.”1078 The issue reached its peak in May 1998, when Pakistan conducted its first nuclear test. 

Responding to an Indian nuclear test just two weeks prior, Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif “assured 

his fellow countrymen that Pakistan had ‘settled a score,’” demonstrating Pakistani 

independence and sovereignty in the face of belligerent adversaries and reluctant allies alike.1079 

 

Taken together, Pakistan’s experience with nuclear weapons provides another example of how 

the bomb can help consolidate support and signal national defiance to domestic and international 

audiences. Domestically, the state experienced five distinct episodes of irregular regime change 

in its pre-nuclear era (including coups d’état in 1958 and 1977). By contrast, it encountered just 

one incident post-nuclearization, seeing a bloodless coup led by General Pervez Musharraf 

against prime minister Nawaz Sharif in 1999.1080 The record is even starker for the armed forces, 

which were the largest beneficiary of the nuclear program’s durability benefits. Even when the 

military did not explicitly hold the reins of power, it remained “the steadfast custodian of that 

country’s nuclear weapons” and the de facto power behind the throne.1081  

 

Internationally, the nuclear program evened the playing field against a considerably more 

powerful regional adversary and even allowed the state to extract concessions from a great 

power patron. When it became clear that Pakistan was on the cusp of nuclear acquisition, the 

earlier recalcitrance of American foreign policy was replaced with a considerably more 

 
1078 Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and 

Reality, 1960-1991--An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 264.  
1079 Krepon, Michael. "Can Deterrence Ever Be Stable?" Survival 57.3 (2015): 123; Snyder, Glenn Herald. 
Deterrence and defense. Princeton University Press, 2015: 226. 
1080 Musharraf led Pakistan for nine years before relinquishing power to a civilian government in 2008. Despite his 
ouster, his predecessor Sharif (who oversaw the nuclear test) would return to power in 2013. See: Quillen, Chris. 
"Regime change in nuclear weapon states." Comparative Strategy 35.1 (2016): 18. 
1081 Ibid: 27. 
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cooperative strategy. In the strategic context of the Soviet-Afghan war, Pakistani decisionmakers 

became aware of the fact that their nuclear program could serve two distinct goals, protecting the 

state against Russian intervention and entrapping American support by floating the possibility of 

nuclear escalation should the state be attacked. In order to prevent entanglement in a potential 

nuclear conflict, American policymakers extended greater flexibility towards Pakistan, thereby 

enabling the atomic bargaining chip they had so coveted.1082 

 

As Mitchell Reiss notes, American laws “intended to restrict the dissemination of sophisticated 

nuclear technologies” were waived five time in the 1980s to allow the Reagan administration to 

continue providing assistance to Pakistan. Congress notably waived the Symington agreement in 

1981, 1987, and 1989 for this purpose.1083 Reflecting on how the nuclear program has impacted 

the country’s survival, the so-called father of the Pakistani bomb Abdul Qadeer Khan 

summarized the situation, declaring, “Nobody can undo Pakistan now or take us for granted. We 

are here to stay and let it be clear that we shall use the bomb if our existence is threatened.”1084 

 

India 

As with Pakistan, India’s nuclear program responded to both internal and external security 

challenges, striving to protect the sovereignty of the newly-independent state. The program 

addressed all three mechanisms associated with nuclear durability, generating an external 

deterrent against regional adversaries (China and Pakistan), offsetting fears of isolation by the 

 
1082 The Russians in particular voiced its displeasure at the prospect of Pakistani nuclearization, arguing that having 
"an obedient ally, armed to the teeth, and, moreover, possessing nuclear weapons…fits well into US strategic plans 
in Asia." See Directorate of Intelligence. "Pakistan/USSR: The Soviet Campaign Against Pakistan’s Nuclear 
Program." 7 August 1987: 4. 
1083 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 186. 
1084 Spector, Leonard S. Nuclear ambitions: the spread of nuclear weapons 1989-1990. Routledge, 2019: 96. 
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major powers, and increasing domestic support for the regimes and leaders who promoted the 

state’s nuclearization. The program proved to be especially beneficial for Prime Ministers Indira 

Gandhi and Atal Bihari Vajpayee, whose ailing political regimes gained vital support from 

nuclear weapons tests. These developments and their consequences on India’s political durability 

are briefly outlined below. 

 

A dedicated nuclear weapons program was launched following the loss of the Sino-Indian War 

of 1962.1085 Seeking to regain lost national pride, the Indian National Congress Party received 

widespread domestic support for its nuclear investment, which came to be seen as “a symbol of 

the country’s technological progress, self-confidence, and international prestige.”1086 From 1964 

onward, the project was given greater focus and funding thanks to “China’s continued testing of 

weapons and its support for Pakistan.”1087 As noted by Indian ambassador to the United States 

B.K. Nehru, “there were strong pressures in India to have the government explode a nuclear 

device so as to offset the genuine psychological advantages the Chinese had obtained…by virtue 

of their explosion.”1088 Fears of diplomatic isolation created an added incentive for 

nuclearization, particularly when it became clear that the United Kingdom and other major 

powers would not offer India security assurances against an increasingly powerful China.  

 

 
1085 Kapur, Ashok. "India: The Nuclear Scientists and the State, the Nehru and Post-Nehru years." Scientists and the 

State: Domestic Structures and the International Context (1994): 209-229. 
1086 Malhotra, Aditi. “Assessing Indian Nuclear Attitudes.” Stimson Center Working Paper (2016): 3. 
1087 Paul, Thazha Varkey. Power versus prudence: Why nations forgo nuclear weapons. Vol. 2. McGill-Queen's 
Press, 2000: 127. 
1088 Jervis, Robert. The meaning of the nuclear revolution: Statecraft and the prospect of Armageddon. Cornell 
University Press, 1989: 175. 
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The Indo-Pakistani War of 1971 lent a new sense of urgency to the state’s nuclearization 

initiative, strengthening efforts to generate a deterrent against external adversaries.1089 The 

domestic political context contributed to this drive, with Prime Minister Indira Gandhi finding 

herself increasingly beleaguered both at home and abroad. With inflation reaching 30% in 1973, 

the state encountered a record number of strikes, demonstrations, and riots, culminating in a 

string of defeats for the Indian National Congress in state elections. According to K.P. O’Reilly, 

“the situation was so bad that Gandhi yielded to protestors’ demands and dissolved the 

parliament.”1090 George Perkovich supports this point, claiming, “indisputably the Prime 

Minister was thoroughly beleaguered. It would have been unnatural for any politician not to 

concentrate on her political standing when considering whether to authorize an act as drastic as a 

PNE [peaceful nuclear explosion].”1091 Placed in this context, the Smiling Buddha nuclear test 

was seen as a valuable political signal, demonstrating India’s power to external adversaries and 

shoring up Gandhi’s support against a tide of domestic unrest.  

 

The nuclear test had an immediate effect on the beleaguered Prime Minister’s status. Internally, 

the explosion bolstered the INC’s hold on power, rallying domestic audiences in support of the 

government and generating much-needed pride in both the regime and the state. “Public approval 

of Gandhi rose by over one-third, lifting her from an all-time low in public approval recorded 

just three months prior.”1092 Externally, the event sent a powerful message to both China and the 

 
1089 T.V. Paul suggests that President Nixon’s “veiled threat of intervention” and deployment of the 7th Fleet into the 
Bay of Bengal was seen as a “US tilt in the war in favour of Pakistan. See: Ibid. 
1090 O'Reilly, Kelly P. Nuclear proliferation and the psychology of political leadership: Beliefs, motivations and 

perceptions. Routledge, 2014: 121. 
1091 Perkovich, George. India's nuclear bomb: the impact on global proliferation. University of California Press, 
2001: 175. 
1092 O'Reilly, Kelly P. Nuclear proliferation and the psychology of political leadership: Beliefs, motivations and 

perceptions. Routledge, 2014: 122. 
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superpowers, signaling that India “ought not to be taken for granted in international security 

affairs.”1093  

 

With the exception of a spate of minor sanctions imposed by the United States, Britain, and 

Japan, India suffered no lasting diplomatic or economic consequences from the peaceful nuclear 

explosion. On the contrary, less than a month after the explosion western economic aid to India 

increased by around $200 million, setting a very visible precedent for other states contemplating 

the link between nuclear capacity and economic aid.1094 After the test, Chief of Staff General 

Krishnaswamy Sundarji reviewed the boons of nuclear status for both internal and external 

observers, declaring, “make sure you have your own atomic bomb before you challenge the 

United States.”1095 

 

Despite a brief period of inertia under Prime Minister Morarji Desai, nuclear weapons 

development continued to hold a special symbolic sway in Indian politics. From 1988 onwards, 

all Prime Ministers retained the option to test a nuclear device on short notice, using the option 

as a means of bolstering their durability. The option was used a second time in 1998: conducted 

during the reign of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the Pokhran-II nuclear test occurred “in the 

wake of what was, in effect, a regime change in New Delhi – the election of a Hindu nationalist 

 
1093 Kapur, Ashok. "International nuclear proliferation: Multilateral diplomacy and regional aspects." Praeger 
Publishers. London, (1979): 173. 
1094 Greenwood, Ted, Harold A. Feiveson, and Theodore B. Taylor. "Nuclear proliferation: Motivations, capabilities, 
and strategies for control." (1977): 51. 
1095 Perkovich, George. Faulty promises: The US-India nuclear deal. Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 2005: 136. 
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government to power.”1096 While the Party had supported the development of nuclear weapons 

since the Chinese test of 1964, it had only served in opposition since then.1097  

 

When prime minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee came to power in March 1998, he viewed the test as 

a means of boosting his party’s nationalist brand. Following a vote of no confidence, a nuclear 

test was planned as a potent safeguard against the collapse of his party’s ruling coalition. The 

gambit proved successful, with the test immediately followed by “collective exaltation, which 

included strangers embracing in the streets,”1098 allowing then-prime minister Vajpayee to end a 

spate of short-lived governments and become the longest-sitting Prime Minister since 

Gandhi.1099 The tests did much to increase support for the BJP: according to a public opinion poll 

conducted on 11 May 1998, 91% of respondents supported the explosion, with 82% expressing 

support for the development of a full nuclear arsenal.1100 As with the Smiling Buddha more than 

two decades prior, the test showcased India’s technical prowess, bolstering the durability of the 

nation’s leaders in the midst of domestic political turmoil. 

 

North Korea 

Foreign policy officials have long viewed the durability of the North Korean state as a 

paradox.1101 By some accounts, the embattled regime has been within six months to three years 

 
1096 Litwak, Robert S. "Non-proliferation and the Dilemmas of Regime Change." Survival 45.4 (2003): 10 
1097 The only exception to this losing streak was a 13-day coalition government in 1996.  
1098 Frey, Karsten J. "Nuclear weapons as symbols: The role of norms in nuclear policy making." (2006): 12. 
1099 O'Reilly, Kelly P. Nuclear proliferation and the psychology of political leadership: Beliefs, motivations and 

perceptions. Routledge, 2014: 123. 
1100 Paul, Thazha Varkey. Power versus prudence: Why nations forgo nuclear weapons. Vol. 2. McGill-Queen's 
Press-MQUP, 2000: 130. 
1101 See: Horak, Sven. "Challenges to system stability in North Korea." Journal of Asian Public Policy 4.1 (2011): 
121; Hwang, Jihwan. "Getting Out of the Military-First Dilemmas: In Search of North Korea's Coevolution Military 
Strategy." EAI Asia Security Initiative Working Paper 17 (2011): 8. 



 336 

of collapse for over three decades.1102 That this has not occurred provides the starkest illustration 

of the durability benefits enjoyed by nuclear-capable states. The hermit kingdom’s nuclear 

weapons have helped it bolster domestic support across two leader transitions and the loss of a 

great power patron. The arsenal has deterred foreign intervention, allowing the state to extract 

concessions from the international community by strategically escalating and de-escalating its 

nuclear posture.  

 

Strikingly, the program even convinced the United states to “extend aid to a Stalinist regime” in 

an attempt to prevent the loss or theft of nuclear materials in a power vacuum.1103 These 

concerns have created a rare convergence of policy interests for the US and China, the latter of 

which has “very real interests in minimizing the nuclear dangers that could emanate from North 

Korea.”1104 All of the major powers fear that the resulting chaos would create “a huge mess that 

no outside neighboring power would be willing to able to clean up.”1105  

 

While reliance on such a dangerous lifeline may seem counterintuitive or even destabilizing, it is 

precisely that hazard which bolsters the regime’s durability. Jianxiang Bi perfectly captures this 

dynamic, asserting that “the regime’s inherent weakness becomes its strength for survival.”1106 In 

this regard, manufactured nuclear crises help the regime persist by providing it with a bargaining 

 
1102 See: Plant, Thomas, and Ben Rhode. "China, North Korea and the spread of nuclear weapons." Survival 55.2 
(2013): 71; Kim, Samuel S. "North Korea's nuclear strategy and the interface between international and domestic 
politics." Asian Perspective 34.1 (2010): 63; Litwak, Robert S., and Robert Litwak. Regime change: US strategy 

through the prism of 9/11. JHU Press, 2007: 258. 
1103 Morrison, David C. “North Korean Agreement Fuels Debate,” National Journal, 27 April 1995: 1285-1286. 
1104 Plant, Thomas, and Ben Rhode. "China, North Korea and the spread of nuclear weapons." Survival 55.2 (2013): 
62. 
1105 Lee, Steven, and Samuel Kim. "The North Korean system in the post-cold war era." International Journal 56.4 
(2001): 3. 
1106 Bi, Jianxiang. "The Culture of Self-Destruction: Pyongyang's Struggle for Regime Survival." Contemporary 

Security Policy 28.2 (2007): 246. 
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chip to exchange for material concessions. Furthermore, the international stigma generated from 

such acts serves as “a demonstration of agency,”1107 boosting national pride by defiantly 

opposing a vastly more powerful adversary. Pyongyang’s nuclear capabilities provide it a means 

of shoring up the state’s hardline faction, creating political room for moderate economic 

liberalization and political reform. Shifting priorities towards a nuclear deterrent has already 

provided the Kim regime with a justification for a gradual reduction of the Korean People’s 

Army, freeing up resources whilst maintaining a viable balance against external aggression. The 

dynamics of nuclear durability in North Korea are explored below. 

 

The belief that nuclear weapons have ensured the survival of the North Korean regime is almost 

universally accepted by both academic and policymaking communities. Among others, Edward 

Howell has written about “how North Korea’s nuclear program interacts with its state ideology 

as a means of supporting the survival of the regime-state,” arguing that its unexpected longevity 

“can be seen as a result of domestic support for the regime-state fuelled by nuclear ideology.”1108 

Former Director of National Intelligence Dan Coats observed that “North Korean leaders view 

nuclear arms as critical to regime survival.”1109  

 

 
1107 Howell, Edward. "The Juche H-bomb? North Korea, nuclear weapons and regime-state survival." International 

Affairs (2020): 17. 
1108 Quoting an elite North Korean defector, Howell summarizes the relationship between the regime and its nuclear 
weapons: “Even though a lot of North Koreans dislike Kim Jong-Un, he is not doing all mad things. Nuclear 
weapons are something to be proud of!” Howell, Edward. "The Juche H-bomb? North Korea, nuclear weapons and 
regime-state survival." International Affairs (2020): 1-2. 
1109 Coats, Daniel R. "Statement for the Record: Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community, 
Daniel R. Coats, Director of National Intelligence, Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, January 29, 2019." 
United States. Office of the Director of National Intelligence; United States. Congress. Senate. Select Committee on 

Intelligence. United States. Office of the Director of National Intelligence; United States. Congress. Senate. Select 
Committee on Intelligence, 2019. 



 338 

Speaking after a visit to Pyongyang, chief negotiator of the Geneva Agreement Robert Gallucci 

testified, “Pyongyang genuinely feared for its survival and thus seemed really to believe a 

nuclear arsenal was the only way to preserve the regime from a possible American attack.”1110 

Likewise, Peter Hayes has assessed the bargaining advantages provided by nuclear weapons, 

suggesting that the DPRK uses “nuclear threats as a form of compulsion of its own, to force the 

very much larger nuclear power, the United States, to engage it on critical security and regime 

survival issues.”1111 Finally, Dan Byman and Jennifer Lind have suggested that the acquisition of 

nuclear weapons has offered the state both a deterrent against external pressure and a means of 

enhancing the Kim regime’s internal security.1112 

 

North Korea’s reliance on nuclear weapons is directly linked to its Juche ideology. The state’s 

philosophy (meaning “agency” or “self-reliance”) asserts that “man is the master of his own 

destiny,” arguing that political survival is a function of self-help and power maximization.1113 

Juche’s focus on nuclearization can be traced back to Kim Il-Sung, whose decision to develop 

WMD was linked to American threats to use the same during the Korean War.1114 In negotiating 

an armistice, President Eisenhower had “dropped the word discreetly” of his intention to use 

nuclear weapons in the absence of a peace agreement.  

 
1110 Gallucci, Robert. “Interview: PBS Frontline,” 5 March 2007. 
1111 Elsewhere, Hayes has argued that the regime also used American fears of nuclear terrorism to its advantage, 
warning of the loss or theft of nuclear materials should the state collapse. See: Hayes, Peter. "North Korean 
proliferation and the end of US nuclear hegemony." S. Lodgaard et al, edited, Nuclear Proliferation and 

International Security, Routledge (2007): 132; Hayes, Peter. "Bush's Bipolar Disorder and the Looming Failure of 
Multilateral Talks With North Korea." Arms Control Today 33.8 (2003): 3. 
1112 Byman, Daniel, and Jennifer Lind. "Pyongyang's survival strategy: tools of authoritarian control in North 
Korea." International Security 35.1 (2010): 63. 
1113 In contrast, the ideology warns against the dangers of “sadaejuui,” meaning reliance on others. Juche was 
conceptualized in terms of three key components during the Sixth Korean Workers’ Party Congress in 1980, 
emphasizing national self-defense (jawi), political autonomy (jaju), and economic autarky (jarip). See: Myers, 
Brian. "Ideology as Smokescreen: North Korea's Juche Thought." Acta Koreana 11.3 (2008): 161; Kim, Jina. 
"Sources and objectives of North Korea Foreign Policy: identity, values and negotiating behavior." The North Korea 

Crisis and Regional Responses (2015): 14. 
1114 Dingman, Roger. "Atomic diplomacy during the Korean War." International Security 13.3 (1988): 50. 
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Reflecting on the issue after the war, he stated, “[we threatened] the danger of an atomic 

war…We told them we could not hold it to a limited war any longer if the communists welched 

on a treaty of truce. They didn’t want a full-scale war or an atomic attack.”1115 The legacy of that 

threat left North Korean policymakers with a deep sense of insecurity and distrust of the United 

States: as Samuel Kim contends, “the US bombing of North Korea left almost nothing more than 

one or two stories high anywhere in the country. The war, therefore, left North Koreans with 

enormous fear and hatred of the United States, reactions exacerbated by the continued presence 

of US military forces in South Korea and Japan.”1116  

 

As a response to its daunting security challenges, the Republic made its first nuclear investment 

in 1959, approving construction of the Yongbyon Nuclear Research Center and requesting 

nuclear assistance from both the USSR and China.1117 The move coincided with the introduction 

of tactical nuclear weapons into the Peninsula by the United States in 1958, an act that was in 

contravention of the terms of armistice between the two states.1118 The Soviet Union replied 

positively to this request, promising to supply the state with “a 100 MWe nuclear power 

reactor.”1119 Progress on the program lingered until the dissolution of the Eastern Bloc: faced 

with the loss of a great power patron, the North Korean leadership became increasingly aware of 

the fact that none of the remaining great powers would provide it credible security guarantees 

 
1115 Newton, Jim. Eisenhower: The White House Years. Anchor, 2011: 180; Adams, Sherman. Firsthand Report: 

The Story of the Eisenhower Administration. Greenwood Publishing Group, 1974: 102. 
1116 Kim, Samuel S. "North Korea's nuclear strategy and the interface between international and domestic politics." 
Asian Perspective 34.1 (2010): 55. 
1117 Szalontai, Balazs, and Sergeĭ Sergeevich Radchenko. North Korea's Efforts to Acquire Nuclear Technology and 

Nuclear Weapons: Evidence from Russian and Hungarian Archives. No. 53. Woodrow Wilson International Center 
for Scholars, 2006. 
1118 The armistice agreement explicitly “prohibited the introduction of qualitatively new weapons systems.” It was 
followed with the introduction of nuclear-tipped Matador cruise missiles in 1959. See Kim, Samuel S. "North 
Korea's nuclear strategy and the interface between international and domestic politics." Asian Perspective 34.1 
(2010): 56. 
1119 As Ha notes, this agreement was not honored until the Six Year Plan of 1971-1976. See Ha, Young-sun. 
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against the United States. fears of regional nuclearization (particularly by South Korea) further 

contributed to the state’s sense of encirclement and isolation. 

 

Adding to its growing list of troubles, Pyongyang also found itself in the midst of a deteriorating 

economic crisis fueled by the drastic loss of Soviet support.1120 By the early 1990s the state 

suffered a severe famine that killed over a million citizens.1121 Battling what had quickly become 

an all-encompassing existential crisis, the regime shifted the bulk of its focus towards nuclear 

weapons, embracing the Songun (military-first) policy as a means of “insuring system 

maintenance and survival.”1122 Under Songun, nuclear and missile capabilities served as “an 

existential deterrent sine qua non in its survival strategy,”1123 generating just enough uncertainty 

to prohibitively raise the costs of a first strike against the regime.1124  

 

In order to signal its resolve to the international community, the Republic declared its intention 

to leave the NPT in March 1993, manufacturing a crisis that was only resolved when the United 

States agreed to bilateral talks later that summer. As Peter Hayes notes, the threat to leave the 

NPT and build a domestic bomb program “forced Washington to negotiate and address 

 
1120 Soviet aid to Pyongyang decreased from $260 million (1980) to $6 million (1986). The following three years 
registered negative amounts, with the increasingly cash-strapped Soviets recalling debts in the amounts of $33 
million in 1987, $41 million in 1988, and $16 million in 1989. See Noland, Marcus. Avoiding the apocalypse: The 

future of the two Koreas. Columbia University Press, 2000: 96; Litwak, R., and K. Weathersby. "The Kims." 
Obsession: Archives Show Their Quest to Preserve the Regime’, NAPSNet Special Report (2005). 
1121 Ahn, Mun Suk. "What is The Root Cause of the North Korean Nuclear Program?" Asian Affairs: An American 

Review 38.4 (2011): 179; Park, Soul, and Kimberly Peh. "Leveraging towards restraint: Nuclear hedging and North 
Korea's shifting reference points during the agreed framework and the Six-Party Talks." European Journal of 

International Security 5.1 (2020): 107. 
1122 Kim, Samuel S. "North Korea's nuclear strategy and the interface between international and domestic politics." 
Asian Perspective 34.1 (2010): 60. 
1123 Ibid. 
1124 Habib, Benjamin. "North Korea's nuclear weapons programme and the maintenance of the Songun system." The 

Pacific Review 24.1 (2011): 47. 
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Pyongyang’s security concerns. The DPRK thereby turned the tables on the United States.”1125 

Thanks to the intervention of Jimmy Carter, the bilateral Agreed Framework was established in 

October 1994, establishing in non-binding terms a tentative agreement between the two 

states.1126 The threat of nuclearization thus offered a solution to the beleaguered state’s myriad 

existential challenges. 

 

Having established the plausibility of nuclear durability, the regime’s next experiment in atomic 

diplomacy occurred during the Bush administration. North Korea faced a growing threat from 

the United States’ increasingly hardline approach towards so-called “rogue” regimes. The regime 

was denounced as a member of the “axis of evil,” an “outpost of tyranny” marked for regime 

change by the administration’s hawks.1127 By November 2002, the US halted shipments of fuel 

oil endorsed through the Agreed Framework, a move that was countered by the reactivation of 

the Yongbyon nuclear facility.1128 The continuing escalation of threats led North Korea to 

withdraw from the NPT in January 2003; by then it was convinced that American objectives 

were more geared toward regime change than policy change. Military deployments around the 

Peninsula were likewise interpreted as the first stage of a decapitation force not unlike to the one 

used against Iraq.1129 

 

 
1125 Hayes, Peter. "North Korean proliferation and the end of US nuclear hegemony." S. Lodgaard et al, edited, 

Nuclear Proliferation and International Security, Routledge (2007): 123. 
1126 Kim, Tongfi. "Asymmetric strategic problems in nuclear non-proliferation." International Relations of the Asia-

Pacific 14.2 (2014): 200. 
1127 “Opening Remarks by Secretary of State-Designate Dr. Condoleezza Rice,” Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, January 18, 2005, http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2005/40991.htm; ." President George W. Bush, 
State of the Union Address, 29 January 2002. 
1128 Then-Director of Los Alamos National Laboratories Siegfried Hecker summarized the policy as follows: “The 
Bush administration killed the Agreed Framework for domestic political reasons,” leading to the negation of years 
of counter-proliferation initiatives. See: Hecker, Siegfried S. "Lessons learned from the North Korean nuclear 
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Curiously, these moves appear to have had an impact on the Bush administration, whose rhetoric 

began to soften shortly thereafter. Indeed, speaking during the Bangkok summit of the Asia-

Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in October of 2003, Bush demonstrated a more 

flexible attitude: “we’re willing to sign some kind of document, not a treaty, but a piece of paper 

that says, we won’t attack you…now five nations are willing to say something about his [Kim’s] 

security.”1130 Bush may even have had something of a “Ukrainian model” in mind for North 

Korea, assuring the state’s “independence, sovereignty, and territory as well as its security” in 

return for non-proliferation guarantees.1131 But such promises proved insufficient to assuage 

Kim’s concerns. On the contrary, they only highlighted the interaction between nuclear 

proliferation and durability, pushing the regime further towards its goal of developing nuclear 

weapons. 

 

Fearing for its survival, the DPRK resorted to nuclear brinkmanship “first by hinting, then 

declaring with increasing volume, that it had made weapons-grade plutonium metal…and 

averring that it had ‘weaponized’ this material.”1132 The move coincided with political 

disturbances at home: with Kim Jong Il’s health steadily deteriorating and the regime 

increasingly under pressure, a functional nuclear deterrent increasingly came to be seen as the 

only safeguard against imminent collapse. This was reflected in Pyongyang’s defiant rhetoric. It 

claimed that the United States had devised a plot “to topple the political system in the DPRK at 

 
1130 “Roundtable Interview of the President by the Press Pool,” Air Force One, 22 October 2003. 
1131 Moon, Chung-in, and Jong-Yun Bae. "The Bush doctrine and the North Korean nuclear crisis." Asian 
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any cost,” requiring the regime to “bolster its nuclear arsenal in order to protect the ideology, 

system, freedom, and democracy chosen by its people.”1133 

 

The situation ultimately reached a climax in October 2006, when the Republic tested its first 

fission device and effectively joined the nuclear club. Not only did the test shift the status quo 

away from discussions of regime change, it even helped the regime negotiate economic 

concessions with the same country that had sought its downfall. Having complained about the 

issue of frozen funds in earlier exchanges, Pyongyang now found that its test had “had the 

desired effect; US-DPRK bilateral meetings were held parallel to the Six Party Talks to deal 

specifically with the frozen funds and by early February 2007, a deal had been reached to 

transfer the money back to Pyongyang.”1134 

 

These interactions proved to be formative for the ailing regime. It now possessed a valuable tool 

with which it could safeguard its troubled existence, counteracting the severe internal and 

external pressures that had hitherto plagued it. Through this one decisive act, the regime had 

found a way to extract material concessions from the international community, bolster its 

domestic support ahead of an impending power transition, and justify its existence as a political 

alternative to the South. Such developments merit unpacking. 

 

First, possession of the bomb provided the DPRK with a means of extorting essential material 

benefits: “following the acquisition of nuclear weapons, North Korea has received far more aid 

 
1133 Ogilvie-White, Tanya. "The defiant states: The nuclear diplomacy of North Korea and Iran." Nonproliferation 
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 344 

than countries of similar size and level of economic development.”1135 Supporting this point, 

Park and Peh contend that the nuclear program has served as an effective “bargaining chip aimed 

at compelling the US to grant economic aid and other security-related assurances.”1136 Using 

such leverage, the state succeeded in accruing over $6 billion in aid, food imports, and fuel from 

the United States, China, Japan, and South Korea.1137 

 

Second, the program offered a means of moderating the unusual succession practices of the 

regime, which remains the only Communist state to practice multi-generational hereditary 

succession.1138 The nuclear program has featured prominently in the legitimization of Kim Jong-

Un’s rule. This can be partially attributed to the differences between Kim Jong-Il and Kim Jong-

Un’s promotions. North Korea’s first transfer of power followed 14 years of careful grooming, 

with Kim Il-Sung gradually shifting power from one generation to the next.1139 On the other 

hand, the relatively young and inexperienced Kim Jong-Un faced a succession process that 

“concluded only four months after Kim Jong-Il’s death.”1140  

 

 
1135 Among other things, the regime managed to secure direct cash payments for attendance in nuclear security 
summits (e.g. fees paid to Kim Jong-Il to secure his attendance in the 2000 security summit) and charged fees for 
inspections of its nuclear facilities. See: Kim, Samuel S., ed. The North Korean System in the Post-Cold War Era. 
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1136 See: Park, Soul, and Kimberly Peh. "Leveraging towards restraint: Nuclear hedging and North Korea's shifting 
reference points during the agreed framework and the Six-Party Talks." European Journal of International Security 
5.1 (2020): 104; Nah, Liang Tuang. "Explaining North Korean Nuclear Weapons Motivations: Constructivism, 
Liberalism, and Realism." North Korean Review (2013): 72; Beal, Tim. North Korea: the struggle against American 

power. London: Pluto Press, 2005: 12. 
1137 Byman, Daniel, and Jennifer Lind. "Pyongyang's survival strategy: tools of authoritarian control in North 
Korea." International Security 35.1 (2010): 65. 
1138 When Kim Jong-Il rose to power, the regime took great pains to assert that “there is nothing more important than 
the hereditary succession of power,” a strange contradiction even by North Korean standards. See Grzelczyk, 
Virginie. "In the Name of the Father, Son, and Grandson: Succession Patterns and the Kim Dynasty." The Journal of 
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1139 Oh, Kong D. Leadership Change in North Korean Politics: The Succession to Kim Il Sung. No. RAND/R-3697-
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Conspicuously, the transition was completed by updating the North Korean constitution, 

emphasizing the country’s nuclear status and naming Kim Jong-Un the sole inheritor of the 

arsenal. Since his succession, the young autocrat has “overseen four nuclear tests and over 40 

ballistic missile launches.”1141 Kim Jong-Un also shifted authority away from the military to the 

party, purging many key figures who were left as de facto regents by his father. The change in 

the regime’s selectorate had a particular impact on the state’s nuclear forces, which had 

previously been under the army’s control.1142 

 

As Song-Yeong Park argues, “this institutionalization of the nuclear status aimed to underpin the 

legitimacy of the newly established regime and to show Kim Jong-Un’s resolute intention to 

sustain nuclear capabilities.”1143 Commenting on the succession, Weiqi Zhang further notes that 

unlike his father, “Kim Jong-Un did not enjoy much legitimacy when he inherited the throne. 

Firstly, he had little recognition in Korean society…secondly, [his] young age, lack of governing 

experience, and his identity of being the youngest son of Kim Jong-Il were obstacles to gaining 

support among the senior officials in the regime.”1144 By signaling his authority over the state’s 

nuclear weapons, Kim Jong-Un thus succeeded in fortifying his claim to the throne. 

 

 
1141 McEachern, Patrick. "More Than Regime Survival." North Korean Review 14.1 (2018): 115. 
1142 By May 2013, two-thirds of North Korea’s senior military officers had “either been replaced, demoted, or 
moved to new positions. Clearly some had been purged or executed.” Kim arrested and executed his uncle Jang 
Song-Thaek, who had served as a regent and was feared to be a potential kingmaker during the power transition. 
Furthermore, the ruler’s elder brother Kim Jong-Nam was assassinated in February 2017. See Park, Seong-Yong. 
"North Korea’s military policy under the Kim Jong-un regime." Journal of Asian Public Policy 9.1 (2016): 64. 
1143 On the same day the constitution was updated, Kim inaugurated the “Galaxy” long-range rocket, a nuclear-
capable ICBM. See Park, Seong-Yong. "North Korea’s military policy under the Kim Jong-un regime." Journal of 

Asian Public Policy 9.1 (2016): 65. 
1144 Zhang, Weiqi. "Neither friend nor big brother: China’s role in North Korean foreign policy strategy." Palgrave 
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Finally, the possession of nuclear arms helped North Korea assert its viability as a competitor to 

the South. In this regard, Takeshi Watanabe provides an intriguing assessment of the regional 

implications of nuclear durability. Viewing proliferation as a response to Seoul’s economic 

power, he argues, “the internal adversary faced by North Korea is South Korea. As long as the 

two Koreas share a domain considered to be a state unit, there is the possibility that people in one 

side can consider the other the other as illegitimate.”1145 Thus, the longstanding Korean conflict 

can simultaneously be seen as an issue of internal and external security. In order to justify its 

existence, the North must demonstrate its superiority relative to the South: its possession of 

nuclear weapons is one of only a handful of ways in which it can do so. For this reason, the 

regime has every incentive to retain its nuclear weapons; doing otherwise “represents a fatal flaw 

for the survival of the regime.”1146 For the DPRK, the Korean War never ended; its nuclear 

policy has simply served to secure its survival by other means.  

 

By May 2009, Pyongyang had detonated a second nuclear device and claimed that it had become 

“an absolutely impossible option for the DPRK to even think about giving up its nuclear 

weapons.”1147 Indeed, the strong association between proliferation and survival makes a 

negotiated settlement of the nuclear issue all but impossible. Jung-Hoon Lee and Chun-In Moon 

advance the same point, arguing that since the regime “believes that there is a positive causal 

relationship between the nuclear weapons program and its own survival, it may be difficult to 

 
1145 Watanabe, Takeshi. "Without Incentives: North Korea’s Response to Denuclearization." NIDS Journal of 

Defense and Security 18 (2017): 107. 
1146 Ibid: 114. Likewise, Sven Horak argues that “the loyalty of the troops was strengthened when Kim Jong-Il 
decided to develop nuclear weapons competencies…externally they represent a threat to other countries and hence 
increase negotiating power. Internally they enhance the pride of the North Korean army (Seoul has no nuclear 
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engage Pyongyang in a genuine dialogue, let alone persuade it to dismantle its WMD 

programs.”1148 Future acts of aggression may strengthen the association between nuclear 

weapons and regime survival even more.  

 

For almost two decades, the nuclear program has provided North Korea with a bargaining chip to 

secure “attention, food, and assistance from the outside world.”1149 While the DPRK could well 

have allocated its scarce resources towards economic reforms, it refrained from doing because it 

“did not want to follow the fate of the Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc socialist countries.”1150 

Facing a powerful adversary and a deteriorating security environment, the regime has 

increasingly come to view its nuclear capacity as the only lifeline securing its continued 

existence.1151 Violent interventions against other potential proliferators have only strengthened 

this belief, with North Korean officials privately voicing the belief that a completed nuclear 

weapon could have saved both the Iraqi and Libyan regimes.1152 “After witnessing the fate of 

Iraq and Libya, North Korean leaders firmly believe that compromising on nuclear weapons for 

the sake of economic or diplomatic gains would not only undermine their security but also make 

[the] North Korean regime look weak and thus vulnerable.”1153  
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The 2018 Trump-Kim summit cemented this association. Previous administrations “held out 

against the possibility of talks lest it give the impression that North Korea is being rewarded 

despite its bad behavior.”1154 By agreeing to direct talks, the administration may have 

strengthened the belief that acquisition of nuclear arms entitles rogue states to a broader 

diplomatic access and greater leniency from great power actors. Such a belief may incentivize 

other pariah states to seek nuclear weapons in order to gain a seat at the table.  

Durability Through Entrapment 

Italy, Japan, and West Germany 

Following their defeat in the Second World War, the three former Axis powers initially found 

themselves restricted in both military and nuclear affairs. However as will be explored below, all 

three states succeeded in leveraging their burgeoning nuclear programs as a bargaining chip for 

stronger security assurances from a great power patron. In the 1970s, Italy deliberately 

manipulated its nuclear program’s public image, presenting it as a serious run towards the bomb 

in order to gain bargaining leverage against the United States. The state then suspended the 

program to win “greater external security (including nuclear-specific arrangements) as well as 

political and economic benefits.”1155 The Japanese government also relied on this strategy, with 

Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa claiming, “It is in the interest of the United States, so long as 

it does not wish to see Japan withdraw from the NPT and develop its own nuclear deterrent, to 

maintain its alliance with Japan and continue to provide a nuclear umbrella.”1156  
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Given the constitutional restrictions placed on Japanese rearmament, reliance on a US security 

guarantee (and consequent uses of nuclear threats to maintain such a force in place) has been a 

central aspect of Japan’s security policy.1157 As early as 1964, Prime Minister Eisaku Sato 

expressed a pro-nuclear ideology, arguing, “If the other fellow has nuclear weapons, it is only 

common sense to have them oneself.”1158 The nuclearization of China compounded such 

concerns, with some Japanese academics worrying that “China might take Japan as a ‘nuclear 

hostage.’”1159 But despite the aspirations of individual lobbyists in the Japanese Diet, most of the 

country’s threats to pursue an independent nuclear posture were designed to elicit a response 

from US policymakers.1160  

 

The linkage was not lost on American policymakers: Richard Walker, Reagan’s ambassador to 

South Korea, reached such a conclusion in a 1975 report, writing, “The presence of conventional 

and even tactical nuclear American forces in Korea helps to confirm strategic guarantees for 

Tokyo and to discourage any Japanese thoughts about a French solution – a force de frappe of 

their own.”1161 As a breakout state with significant nuclear capacity, the spectre of proliferation 
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was used to extract concessions from the United States, providing Japan with a robust security 

guarantee against external threats.1162  

 

This strategy was perhaps most effectively used by West Germany. Much like Italy, the 

government in Bonn successfully leveraged its nuclear ambitions “as a way of pressuring the US 

to yield to European requests.”1163 But Germany’s advanced nuclear infrastructure lent added 

credibility to its threats, eliciting a correspondingly robust response from American 

policymakers.1164 As noted by Gene Gerzhoy, the state “sought to acquire an independent 

nuclear deterrent from 1956 to 1963,” fighting to maintain a viable weaponization process until 

as late as 1969.1165  

 

The project was spurred by the leaking of the Radford Plan in 1956, which called for the 

demobilization of American forces in Europe. Fearing an imminent reduction in NATO 

commitments, then-Chancellor Konrad Adenauer greenlit the pursuit of an independent nuclear 

deterrent as a means of protecting the vulnerable state against potential Soviet aggression.1166 In 

September 1956, just a month after the plan was leaked, Adenauer warned his cabinet, “Germany 

 
1162 Among other security provisions, a nuclear-armed American warship was based in Japan for several years until 
this arrangement. See: Kase, Yuri. "The costs and benefits of Japan's nuclearization: an insight into the 1968/70 
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Statecraft 4.1 (1993): 121. 
1164 West Germany’s success in nuclear bargaining may also be attributed to the nature of the security challenges it 
faced. Unlike Italy or Japan, the state was divided into two at the end of the war, facing pressure from the Soviet 
Union and fearing a direct ground invasion by Warsaw Pact forces. The severity of security threats no doubt 
heightened the stakes and lent added credibility to its threats.  
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cannot remain a nuclear protectorate,” arguing that the state must produce its own nuclear 

weapons to ensure its survival.1167 

 

As a response to the Chancellor’s concerns, the Eisenhower administration approved the NATO 

nuclear stockpile plan in December 1957, as a result of which “Germany acquired direct access 

to American nuclear weapons, with approximately 500 bombs and ‘dual-key’ European control 

by the end of the decade.”1168 The concession significantly boosted West German security, 

deterring potential Soviet aggression and protecting the fledgling republic through its tumultuous 

early years. The arrangement was short-lived, however; the rising Kennedy administration soon 

annulled Eisenhower’s security arrangements, equipping American weapons with Permissive 

Action Links and preventing NATO allies from taking advantage of the nuclear-sharing 

scheme.1169 Startled by the change in American security posture, Adenauer revamped the state’s 

nuclear infrastructure and signed the Elysée Treaty of Friendship with France in January 1963. 

The agreement brought his state into closer cooperation with the de Gaulle regime on uranium 

enrichment and nuclear research.1170 On his part, the French leader publicly voiced support for 

German nuclearization, stating that “Germany had the right to decide its own nuclear status.”1171  

 

 
1167 Ibid: 319. 
1168 The “joint” custodianship proved quite illusory, with the weapons mostly falling under the control of European 
operators and only guarded “by a single American sentry.” Indeed, in the event of a Soviet nuclear attack, European 
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Ultimately, the issue was resolved using a combination of diplomatic carrots and sticks. While 

the Kennedy administration reaffirmed its security commitments in Germany, it also leveraged 

the considerable military infrastructure stationed in Bonn to pressure Adenauer into “repudiating 

cooperation with France and affirming its continued subordination to NATO.”1172 In doing so, 

Kennedy issued the Chancellor a stark choice “between working with the French or working 

with us,” hinting that the latter option would lead to the confirmation of military support 

Germany had longed for in the first place.1173 Kennedy’s approach also took a domestic political 

angle, with the President asking then-Finance Minister Ludwig Erhard to push back against 

Adenauer’s pro-French policies. The latter accused the Chancellor of attempting to replace 

“dependence on the Americans for dependence on the French,” expressing “under which 

dependence [American] we would feel more secure.”1174  

 

Taken together, the incident demonstrated how nuclear proliferation can impact foreign policy 

processes and provide a subordinate state bargaining power with which to extract security 

guarantees necessary for its survival. The initial call for American demobilization was greeted by 

a threat to go nuclear, allowing Bonn to balance both internally and externally. The threat proved 

effective in changing the policy behavior of the Eisenhower administration, leading to a dramatic 

nuclear-sharing scheme. When the Kennedy administration unilaterally disrupted the status quo, 
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further threats of proliferation were met with an American ultimatum, but one that was paired 

with a promise of continued security support should the state relinquish its nuclear ambitions.  

 

During both the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations, the government in Bonn used its 

nuclear capacity to protect its future survival, leveraging it to cement the waning security 

linkages between Germany and the United States. Given Washington’s considerable a priori 

security investments in the region, Adenauer was thus able to successfully trade security 

assurances for non-proliferation. Having sunk cost into the state’s advanced nuclear capacity, he 

was able to credibly signal his resolve, alerting American policymakers that his threat to balance 

externally and go nuclear was credible.  

 

Given that the sequence of events essentially brought both states back to the pre-Radford plan 

status quo, one may wonder as to why the Kennedy (and later Johnson) administrations disrupted 

bilateral relations between the two states. Both had observed Bonn’s successful nuclear 

diplomacy and must have realized that the loss of conventional security assurances would push 

Germany towards an independent nuclear deterrent. One potential explanation may involve a 

rather short-sighted dispute over the balance of payments. Though Bonn had agreed to defray the 

costs of US military deployments in West Germany, it had fallen behind on payments by 1965, 

“leading Defense Secretary Robert McNamara to threaten that anything less than a full offset 

would lead to a complete withdrawal of US troops.”1175 By taking an unnecessarily hard line on 

the issue of payments, the United States unwittingly pushed the West German government 
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toward the nuclear path, despite Deputy National Security Adviser Francis Bator’s warnings of 

just such an outcome.  

 

Ironically, this only served to strengthen Germany’s hand in bargaining for a more assertive 

security commitment.1176 “So long as the United States continued to subvert the assurances it had 

provided in 1963, [then-Chancellor] Erhard had incentives to preserve Germany’s future options 

by opposing any non-proliferation accord.”1177 Sensing the counter-productivity of the situation, 

Johnson ultimately demurred, agreeing to drastically reduce German payments and pledge a 

continued American presence in return for a non-proliferation guarantee from Bonn. As long as 

West Germany refrained from nuclear activities, its coveted security guarantee would be assured. 

As with subsequent experiences in Taiwan and South Korea, threats of nuclear proliferation were 

used to extract security concessions that directly contributed to the ultimate survival of the 

affected states. In all cases, the subordinate states were able to extract security guarantees merely 

by pursuing the nuclear option, demonstrating how credible responses short of full nuclearization 

can have a positive impact on durability and survival.  

 

South Korea and Taiwan 

Much like proliferation initiatives in West Germany and Japan, the Korean nuclear program 

responded to both internal and external threats against Seoul. Initiated by President Park Chung 

Hee after the fall of South Vietnam, the search for an independent deterrent force followed a 
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sudden shift in American military posture in East Asia. Domestically, the program also 

responded to political unrest in the Fourth Korean Republic, serving as a prestige project for 

President Park. Following his assassination, Park’s successor Chun Doo Hwan leveraged the 

regime’s nascent nuclear capacity in order to rekindle the US-Korean alliance, obtaining a 

fortified security guarantee from the Nixon and Carter administrations.1178  

 

South Korea’s nuclearization and subsequent rollback demonstrated the important psychological 

effect provided by the physical stationing of American forces in the Peninsula. As Richard Burt 

argues, the removal of American bases and their replacement with “surrogate technologies” was 

seen as an unacceptable development for Seoul, which embarked on the nuclear path to 

counterbalance the perceived loss of security the move represented.1179 For Korean 

policymakers, American demobilization bore “an uncomfortable resemblance to 

‘Vietnamization,’” leaving the state vulnerable to threats from North Korea and China. By 

investing in the nuclear option, Seoul credibly signalled its resolve and gained a valuable 

bargaining chip, ultimately exchanging its program for a full-throated re-commitment to South 

Korean security and a tangible presence in the Korean Peninsula.   

 

There exists a notable correlation between the two proposed instances of American military 

rollback in the Peninsula (during the Nixon administration in 1970 and the Carter administration 

in 1977) and subsequent escalations in nuclear weapons development. In the first instance, the 

US suggested halving its 70,000-man commitment in the region, leading President Park to 
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threaten to develop its own nuclear weapons in response.1180 The crisis was diffused through a 

combination of diplomatic carrots and sticks: Secretary of State Kissinger re-affirmed the US 

commitment to Seoul but also warned the Park administration that it would stand to lose 

American support completely if it were to go nuclear.1181 Given pre-existing American 

investments in Korean security, the bargain was deemed credible and a positive-sum outcome 

was reached.  

 

During the second nuclear crisis, President Carter drafted a proposal suggesting the withdrawal 

of troops and 1000 tactical nuclear weapons from the Peninsula.1182 Having learned from the 

earlier interaction with the Nixon administration, the regime once again relied on its nuclear 

bargaining chip, even threatening to showcase a completed device in the annual Armed Forces 

Day parade of October 1981.1183 A similar combination of threats and incentives diffused the 

crisis, once again demonstrating the effectiveness of nuclear threats in securing military 

assurances from a patron state.  

 

The lesson to Seoul and other similarly-endangered regimes was unambiguous: twice in one 

decade, the mere threat of local nuclearization led the United States to reverse course on costly 

deployment reductions, lending a security-dependent client state and its ruling regime a valuable 

lifeline in times of turmoil. As observed by Ariel Levite, “in both cases the United States ended 
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up largely reversing course,” contributing to the creation of a norm in which calculated nuclear 

escalations were used to extract concessions from a great power.1184 In both cases, the move 

contributed to the security and stability of the Seoul regime.  

 

Summarizing the impact of South Korea’s nuclear threat, Michael Engelhardt declares, “In 

effect, deterring the South from making a bomb forced the Americans to stay on the peninsula 

‘as a type of peacekeeping force’ restraining proliferation at a time when many American leaders 

wished to leave.”1185 Likewise, Etel Solingen notes that the leadership in Seoul was “acutely 

aware of US contributions to the country’s internal political stability, and, in essence, to the 

regime’s survival.”1186 With the loss of US support becoming more tangible, the regime relied on 

a technical milestone that it could wield “as evidence of its own viability.”1187 President Park 

tasked the Weapons Exploitation Committee (WEC) and Agency for Defense Development 

(ADD) with the goal of “kick-starting an indigenous nuclear weapons program.”1188 In doing so, 

he plainly indicated that he would develop a nuclear weapon unless the United States “promised 

an American defense commitment.”1189 
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Nor was South Korea the only state to take advantage of nuclear proliferation for the purpose of 

political durability. Indeed, similar tactics were employed by Israel, South Africa, Brazil, 

Argentina, Taiwan, India, and Pakistan. Richard Burt finds a convincing link between the post-

Vietnam withdrawal of America’s presence abroad and the growth of indigenous nuclear 

insurance options, writing, “the changing nature of United States military commitments has 

created new security concerns for such peripheral allies as Taiwan, Pakistan, and South 

Korea…[who] have publicly warned that the decision to go nuclear will be taken in the light of 

their success in obtaining adequate supplies of conventional equipment.”1190 

 

As a “virtual proliferant,” Taiwan also used a burgeoning weapons program to bargain for the 

continued presence of American forces in the region.1191 For Taiwan’s long-ruling leader Chiang 

Kai-Shek, the spectre of a nuclear-armed China posed a dire existential risk, threatening to 

annihilate his state “in a single attack, with US retaliation coming too late to prevent 

destruction.”1192 While a dedicated weapons program was initiated after the first Chinese test in 

1964, the state ramped up its nuclear efforts under Chiang’s son and successor Chiang Ching-

Kuo.1193 The move appeared as a response to the normalization of Sino-American relations and 

the renewal of diplomatic links between the two states.  

 
1190 Burt, Richard. "Nuclear proliferation and the spread of new conventional weapons technology." International 

Security (1977): 134. 
1191 Albright, David, and Corey Gay. "Taiwan: Nuclear nightmare averted." Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 54.1 
(1998): 54. 
1192 Following the Chinese test, the Taiwanese National Security Council drafted a $140 million proposal to develop 
nuclear weapons indigenously, treating the issue as one of the leading existential threats against the conventionally 
weaker state. See: Albright, David, and Corey Gay. "Taiwan: Nuclear nightmare averted." Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists 54.1 (1998): 55. 
1193 While serving at the Defense Ministry, Chiang Ching-Kuo approved a secret plutonium separation plant, 
accelerating work on the project following his father’s death. A CIA report on the Taiwanese nuclear program noted 
that a private French company, Saint Gobain Nucléaire (the same company that sold an enrichment plant to Israel) 
supplied the equipment for plutonium separation, proceeding with reprocessing “with a weapon option clearly in 
mind.” See: Director of Central Intelligence. Memorandum: Prospects for Further Proliferation of Nuclear 

Weapons. 4 September 1974. 



 359 

As pointed out by Robert Litwak, “likewise in the case of South Korea, an augmented security 

guarantee, reversing the Carter administration’s proposal to withdraw US military forces, along 

with strong pressure from Washington, was necessary to maintain [Taiwan’s] non-nuclear 

status.”1194 Taiwan successfully leveraged its nuclear threat to protect itself against the loss of 

American patronage. The state then rolled back its program “once the United States agreed to 

provide an extended security guarantee via the Taiwan Relations Act of 1979. As part of said 

legislation, the US agreed to protect Taiwan against a military incursion by the mainland, 

ramping up its presence and conventional arms sales.1195  

 

As with the other examples of nuclear entrapment explored here, the pursuit of atomic weapons 

served as a viable means of securing costly support from a great power patron. As Young-Sun 

Ha observes, if a superpower “does not want to involve itself deeply in securing the survival of 

its allies, it seems probable that near-nuclear countries will try to develop a regional security 

system by themselves.”1196 In each case, vulnerable client states took advantage of the significant 

cost the United States had already sunk into their security. Paired with the American aversion 

towards nuclear proliferation, they were able to successfully extract conventional security 

concessions that stabilized their regimes and improved their durability. 

 

Brazil and Argentina 

Investments in the nuclear infrastructure represented one of several grand nationalist projects 

promoted under military rule in Brazil and Argentina, serving to project an image of national 

 
1194 Litwak, Robert S. "Non-proliferation and the Dilemmas of Regime Change." Survival 45.4 (2003): 10. 
1195 Albright, David, and Corey Gay. "Taiwan: Nuclear nightmare averted." Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 54.1 
(1998): 56. 
1196 Ha, Young-sun. "Nuclearization of small states and world order: the case of Korea." Asian Survey 18.11 (1978): 
1149. 
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prestige both at home and abroad.1197 However, unlike other prestige projects the states’ 

proliferation attempts also generated positive externalities at the international level, helping 

protect the two regimes against external pressure. As with the other cases of nuclear entrapment 

explored in this chapter, both Argentina and Brazil were able to leverage their nuclear programs 

to extract diplomatic concessions from a great power actor. The military regimes took advantage 

of regional proliferation concerns to curb attention away from domestic human rights violations, 

using it to offset potential sanctions and diplomatic isolation. The effectiveness of this policy 

became particularly clear in interactions with the Carter administration, which treated the two 

regimes with lenience despite a declared focus on humanitarian issues. The interactions between 

nuclear policy and durability are explored below. 

 

Nuclear developments in Brazil and Argentina occurred roughly in tandem, generating a 

mutually beneficial security dilemma whereby each state used the alleged progress of the other 

as a means of securing resources for the advancement of their domestic nuclear project.1198 In the 

1960s, a peaceful nuclear explosion program had become “almost an article of faith in Brazilian 

domestic politics,”1199 with the project representing the ultimate symbol of “autonomy, 

technological independence, and national grandeza (greatness).”1200  

 

 
1197 Lohbauer, Christian. Brasil Alemanha: fases de uma parceria, 1964-1999. No. 19. Edusp, 2000. 
1198 Goldemberg, Jose, and Harold A. Feiveson. "Denuclearization in Argentina and Brazil." Arms Control Today 24 
(1994): 12. 
1199 Redick, John R., and Nuclear Illusions. "Argentina and Brazil'." Occasional Paper 25 (1995): 17. 
1200 Patti, Carlo, and Matias Spektor. "“We Are Not a Non-proliferation Agency”: Henry Kissinger's Failed Attempt 
to Accommodate Nuclear Brazil, 1974–1977." Journal of Cold War Studies 22.2 (2020): 64. 
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Having received its first reactor under the Atoms for Peace program in 1956, the state viewed 

nuclear research as a pronounced marker of modernization.1201 Thanks to a 1975 nuclear 

agreement with West Germany, the country acquired what was then “the largest transfer of 

nuclear technology to a developing country, encompassing all aspects of the nuclear fuel cycle, 

from uranium exploration to nuclear waste storage.”1202 While some of the assets were covered 

under international inspections, the regime retained the capacity to produce bomb materials, 

using it to bolster its position at home and balance against its regional adversary.  

 

From a domestic political perspective, nuclear proliferation helped the juntas bolster their 

prestige at home: leaders in both nations correctly believed that “if the programs proved 

successful, they would gain additional legitimacy for their largely unpopular military 

regimes.”1203 It also forced the United States to engage with the regimes, if only to prevent their 

outright nuclearization. Both the Ford and Carter administrations considered transferring 

conventional arms to Brazil in order to counter its shift towards nuclear arms.1204 As Carlo Patti 

and Matias Spektor argue, concerns regarding the spread of nuclear weapons in Latin America 

were offset by efforts to “keep Brazil as a major political and diplomatic ally” during the Cold 

War.1205 

 

 
1201 Goldemberg, José, Carlos Feu Alvim, and Olga Y. Mafra. "The Denuclearization of Brazil and Argentina." 
Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament 1.2 (2018): 389. 
1202 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 49. 
1203 Albright, David, and Kevin O’Neill. "Argentine-Brazilian Nuclear Rapprochement." summary of the seminar 

“Argentina and Brazil: The Latin American Nuclear Rapprochement,” sponsored by the Shalheveth Freier Center 

for Peace, Science and Technology and the Institute for Science and International Security. 1996. 
1204 Proceedings, Secret. 13 June 1975, NARA RG 59. General Records of the Department of State, Office of the 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger: Staff Meetings, 1973-1977; Levite, Ariel E. "Never say never again: nuclear 
reversal revisited." International Security 27.3 (2003): 79. 
1205 Patti, Carlo, and Matias Spektor. "“We Are Not a Non-proliferation Agency”: Henry Kissinger's Failed Attempt 
to Accommodate Nuclear Brazil, 1974–1977." Journal of Cold War Studies 22.2 (2020): 92. 
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Argentina’s nuclear activities behaved in a similar manner. Since the Perón era, the allure of 

nuclear technology offered successive regimes with a populist symbol of autonomy and national 

strength. Struggling against socioeconomic decline since the early 1940s, Juan Perón initially 

launched the program with the intention of “bring[ing] back grandeur to Argentina by acquiring 

the ‘cutting edge’ technology of the times.”1206 Both the Perónist government and the opposition 

supported nuclear development, viewing it as a suitable means of protecting the integrity of the 

state against foreign incursions. Starker still, the program was used as a means of legitimizing 

successive domestic governments, receiving “unparalleled national support even during periods 

of political and economic turmoil.”1207 

 

Upon taking power in 1973, the military junta under General Jorge Videla immediately moved to 

secure control over the state’s nuclear infrastructure. One of the regime’s first acts was to place a 

loyalist officer (Navy Captain Carlos Castro Madero) in charge of the nuclear program. Like 

Brazil, the regime invested in the nuclear option to safeguard its existence, clandestinely 

acquiring a gaseous diffusion plant from West Germany in 1975 while keeping its construction 

and specifications secret.1208 The potential military applications of this contract were not lost on 

the government in Bonn. When asked about potential bomb-making safeguards, the German 

contact hinted “that it would insist on full-scope safeguards only if it won both bids; Buenos 

 
1206 Paul, Thazha Varkey. Power versus prudence: Why nations forgo nuclear weapons. Vol. 2. McGill-Queen's 
Press-MQUP, 2000: 103. 
1207 Ibid: 104. Etel Solingen adds, “a tripartite division of state industrial assets among Argentina’s armed services 
allowed the navy to shelter the nuclear program during an unstable succession of mostly military regimes.” See 
Solingen, Etel. "The political economy of nuclear restraint." International Security 19.2 (1994): 158. 
1208 Mitchell Reiss notes that while the Argentinian junta took steps to keep the facility a secret, the American 
government knew of its existence and potential purpose. Its response was, however, muted. See Reiss, Mitchell. 
Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1995: 46. 
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Aires took the hint and split the order,” thereby securing the dual-use capacity of its 

investment.1209  

 

Argentinian resolve in acquiring an independent deterrent was only strengthened by American 

counter-proliferation pressures, leading the regime to dig its heels in the face of the perceived 

challenge to national sovereignty.1210 This interaction came into focus during the Carter 

administration, which strove to counter the state’s nuclear ambitions through the Tlatelolco 

Treaty for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and the Caribbean. Curiously, 

the administration took steps to tamper its condemnation of the Dirty War when concerns 

regarding a proliferation cascade in Latin America were raised. As outlined in an October 1977 

telegram from the Argentinian embassy to the State Department, the regime’s officials treated 

the nuclear program as "a bargaining chip which should be used to extract better treatment from 

the U.S."1211 Fearing that diplomatic pressure raised “the specter of its becoming a member of 

the nuclear club,” the administration suggested closer cooperation and lenience towards the 

Videla regime despite its political infractions. Deputy Chief of Mission Maxwell Chaplin 

explained,  

“[Vice Adm. Carlos Castro Madero, chairman of Argentina's Commission on Nuclear 
Energy] himself has privately told Emboff that he personally cannot see why the USG is 

so interested in Tlatelolco since the treaty permits nuclear explosions for peaceful 
purposes…They see the U.S. making concessions and soft-pedalling on Brazilian human 

rights violations in order to influence that country’s nuclear power program and would 
like to use Tlatelolco in the same way.”1212 

 

 
1209 Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 1995: 46; Poneman, Daniel. "Nuclear power in the developing world." (1982): 68. 
1210 Potter, William C., and Gaukhar Mukhatzhanova. "Divining nuclear intentions: A review essay." International 

Security 33.1 (2008): 151. 
1211 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977–1980, Volume XXVI, Arms Control and 
Nonproliferation, eds. Chris Tudda and Adam M. Howard (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2015): 
Document 422. 
1212 Ibid. 
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Chaplin counseled against further pressure compelling Argentinian ratification of the treaty, 

noting that the acquiescence of non-proliferation norms “without any apparent concession on the 

part of the U.S.” would strengthen the junta’s hardliners and paint them “as the major defender 

of the country’s sovereignty.”1213 A month later, Terence Todman of the State Department’s 

Bureau of Inter-American Affairs made the same point in anticipation of Secretary Cyrus 

Vance’s visit to Argentina:  

“President Videla offers the best hope on the nuclear issue, and the possibility, though by 
no means the certainty, of progress on human rights improvements basic to other issues. 

But Videla’s position is not secure…In this context, our objectives are to strengthen 
Videla’s position vis-a-vis military elements who oppose him on human rights and 

nuclear issues.”1214 

 

In explaining the dilemma at hand, Todman observed, “The Argentines are fully aware of our 

nuclear preoccupations and may hope that cooperation on that front might strengthen our 

relations and diminish tensions on other fronts, including human rights.”1215 This interaction was 

again raised in a September 1978 report by the Bureau of Intelligence and Research: 

“Argentina’s nuclear status and capabilities have forced the US to examine carefully the 

possibility that human rights initiatives might be detrimental to continued US influence in the 

nuclear area. The Argentinians undoubtedly appreciate the bargaining power of their nuclear 

chip.”1216 Finally, Deputy Secretary of Defense W. Graham Claytor Jr. made the same point in a 

May 1980 Policy Review Committee meeting: 

“The nuclear non-proliferation policy is bankrupt in general and that we should do 

absolutely everything we can under the law to cooperate with Argentina…We should do 
all that we can with the Argentine military to restore relations between our two armed 

 
1213 Ibid. 
1214 Briefing Memorandum, Terence A Todman to the Secretary. "Your Visit to Argentina November 20-22, 1977." 
US Department of State: 1. 
1215 Ibid: 4. 
1216 National Security Archive. Department of State Report, Bureau of Intelligence and Research, 11 September 
1978. "Evolution of U.S. Human Rights Policy in Argentina." State Department Declassification Project (1975-
1984): 6.  
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services. At the moment we are driving them to the Soviets. The Soviets are our greatest 
global problem and we are simply letting small things interfere with our dealing with this 

problem.”1217 

 

These concessions were all the more surprising because they took place during the Carter era, an 

administration that placed great value in the protection of human rights. The inconsistency was 

noted by Ariel Levite, who remarked, “there appears to have been a linkage between the US de-

emphasis of the Carter administration’s human rights initiative vis-à-vis Argentina and the 

(successful) US effort to win the support of the military junta to terminate the country’s nuclear 

weapons program.”1218 Ultimately, US human rights policy ultimately came to be de-emphasized 

in Argentina because of fears that “competing policy objectives (nuclear) might be 

endangered.”1219 

 

Just as the military juntas sought the bomb to legitimize their hold on power, so too the end of 

military rule saw the reversal and dismantlement of nuclear programs in both Argentina and 

Brazil. With democratization generating requisite legitimacy and durability for the two states’ 

newly-elected leaders, dependence on the prestige generated by proliferation waned. As Marcos 

de Azambuja argues, “Brazil under President José Sarney and Argentina under President Raúl 

Alfonsín undertook largely symmetrical efforts in the late 1980s to dismantle their countries’ 

military nuclear programs.”1220 Likewise, Jose Goldemberg and Harold Feiveson assert that “the 

 
1217 Office of the Historian. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977–1980, Volume XXVI, Arms Control and 
Nonproliferation, eds. Chris Tudda and Adam M. Howard (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2015): 
Document 468. 
1218 Levite, Ariel E. "Never say never again: nuclear reversal revisited." International Security 27.3 (2003): 79. 
1219 National Security Archive. Department of State Report, Bureau of Intelligence and Research, 11 September 
1978. "Evolution of U.S. Human Rights Policy in Argentina." State Department Declassification Project (1975-
1984): 7. 
1220 Even so, he notes that the programs generate nostalgia and “a lingering feeling of regret” among hardline 
elements in both states. This presents a worrying trend for Brazil, which in recent years has seen a troubling slide 
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decision by Argentina and Brazil to forgo the production of nuclear weapons is closely linked to 

the return of democratic rule in both countries after decades of military governments.”1221 

 

In both Brazil and Argentina, the threat of nuclear proliferation was used to extract concessions 

from the United States, contributing to the stability and survival of relatively unpopular military 

regimes. Proliferation in Latin America had essentially become “an expression of the desire to 

attain greater international influence and prestige by joining the global club of nuclear-weapon 

states.”1222 Without the nuclear program, American condemnation of the regime’s humanitarian 

abuses may well have paralleled the Carter administration’s contemporaneous criticism of the 

Iranian monarchy, which eventually contributed to its downfall.1223 Though the cases cannot be 

compared directly, they do offer an illustrative vignette of the ways in which nuclear weapons 

programs can create bargaining leverage, aiding in the survival of fragile regimes and leaders. 

Denuclearization and Regime Failure 

Egypt 

Championed by Gamal Abdel Nasser shortly after his rise to power, the Egyptian nuclear 

program sought to balance both internal and external challenges against the pan-Arab 

 
towards far-right populism under President Jair Bolsonaro. See De Azambuja, Marcos C. "A Brazilian Perspective 
on Nuclear Disarmament." National Perspectives on Nuclear Disarmament (2010): 7. 
1221 Others have observed that a “change in domestic leadership for each case proved to be critical” to 
denuclearization. That being said, Alfonsín made sure to emphasize his unquestioned control over the state’s nuclear 
assets when he first came to power, using it to show that “he was in full control of Argentina’s nuclear program, 
and, by extension, of the military and the country.” See: Goldemberg, Jose, and Harold A. Feiveson. 
"Denuclearization in Argentina and Brazil." Arms Control Today 24 (1994): 10; Hughes, Connor. 
"Denuclearization: A Models-Based Approach." Clocks and Clouds 4.1 (2013): 1; Reiss, Mitchell. Bridled 

ambition: Why countries constrain their nuclear capabilities. Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1995: 57. 
1222 De Azambuja, Marcos C. "A Brazilian Perspective on Nuclear Disarmament." National Perspectives on Nuclear 

Disarmament (2010): 6. 
1223 For more on this argument, see: Guerrero, Javier Gil, and Javier Gil Guerrero. Carter Administration and the 

Fall of Iran? s Pahlavi Dynasty. Palgrave Macmillan US, 2016; Moens, Alexander. "President Carter's Advisers and 
the Fall of the Shah." Political Science Quarterly 106.2 (1991): 211-237. 



 367 

government’s authority. Though work on the development of nuclear weapons ultimately stalled 

after the Six Day War, the regime’s proliferation attempt proved reasonably successful in three 

ways. First, it provided Nasser with a means of legitimizing his irregular entry into office, 

warding off the political influence of challengers in the Egyptian military. Second, it represented 

a powerful symbol of modernity, helping Egypt establish itself as the leader of the United Arab 

Republic and the pan-Arab movement. Third, it presented a bulwark against a perceived regional 

adversary, helping balance against Israeli nuclear ambitions in a way that reassured both the 

domestic audience as well as regional Arab allies. All three factors contributed to regime 

stability and helped bolster Nasser’s rule.  

 

Egyptian nuclear efforts initially profited from strong cooperative gestures from the Soviet 

government. Soviet-Egyptian nuclear cooperation dated back to 1955, with the installation of a 

2-megawatt reactor (running on 10% enriched uranium) at the Inchass nuclear research center 

near Cairo.1224 Having seized power from his mentor General Mohamed Naguib in a quiet coup, 

Nasser was able to capitalize on the state’s investment in nuclear fission, using it as a symbol of 

national power to boost his popularity after the irregular succession. The program was initially 

treated as a high-profile prestige project like the Aswan dam, only gaining strategic prominence 

when news of Israel’s nuclear activities became public.  

 

Focus on nuclearization grew thanks to the influence of Mohamed Hassanein Heikal, a journalist 

and de facto spokesman for the Nasser regime who publicly called on the state to “‘get, buy, 

 
1224 Karpin, Michael. The bomb in the basement: How Israel went nuclear and what that means for the world. Simon 
and Schuster, 2006: 202; Freedman, Lawrence. "Israel's nuclear policy." Survival 17.3 (1975): 118; Heikal, 
Mohamed. Illusions of triumph: An Arab view of the Gulf War. London: HarperCollins, 1992: 72. 



 368 

steal,’ or produce a bomb.”1225 Nasser himself contributed to the arms race in a speech at Port 

Said on 23 December 1960, in which he vowed, “If Israel can make an atom bomb, we can make 

an atom bomb…we will under no circumstances permit Israel to be our superior.”1226 When 

indigenous efforts to produce a nuclear bomb stalled, the regime unsuccessfully sought to 

purchase weapons from the Soviet Union and China.1227  

 

In a visit to Moscow in November 1964, “[Army Chief of Staff Abdel Hakim] Amer was told, 

‘we will give you everything, even secret weapons,’ to which he reportedly replied, ‘and we will 

keep those secrets.’”1228 However, this promise ultimately fell short of either providing nuclear 

warheads of extending a nuclear umbrella over Egyptian territory.1229 Though refusing to sell 

Egypt a warhead, Soviet Defense Minister Andrei Grechko reportedly “pledged protection to 

Egypt following a visit to the country in late 1966, when (and if) Israel built or acquired nuclear 

weapons.”1230 These developments proved popular at home and among Egypt’s regional allies, 

cementing the state’s status as the leader of the pan-Arab movement. 

 

However, Egyptian focus on the development of nuclear arms ultimately proved to be more 

rhetoric than reality, limited to verbal proclamations designed to rally the domestic public around 

the flag. Once it became clear that building a bomb was not technologically feasible and the 

 
1225 Heikal, Mohamed Hassanein. "The Road to Ramadan. New York: Quadrangle." The New York Times (1975): 
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1226 Speaking with British officials in 1963, Nasser was asked about the potential actions he would take against a 
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Israeli Embassy in Britain to the Foreign Ministry, 12 December 1963, HZ 3395/4, ISA; Nasser, Gamal Abdel. Port 
Said Speech, 23 December 1960. SWB, ME/524/A/1-A/11. 
1227 Smith, Hedrick. “Soviet Said to Offer Cairo Atom Defense.” The New York Times, 4 February 1966: 1. 
1228 Heikal, Mohammed Hassanein. "Al-Infijar (1967–The Explosion)." Cairo, Al-Ahram (1990): 81.  
1229 Aronson, Shlomo. "Israel's nuclear program, the six day war and its ramifications." Israel Affairs 6.3-4 (2000): 
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Soviet Union would not risk nuclear escalation on its behalf, Egypt quietly turned its attention 

towards an independent ballistic missile program.1231 An ample supply of conventional arms 

from the USSR further allowed Nasser to reverse course and advocate on behalf of counter-

proliferation as a means of undercutting Israeli successes in that field. Though its attempt at 

nuclearization has not borne fruit, the Egyptian nuclear program nonetheless succeeded in 

generating legitimacy and prestige for Nasser and pan-Arabism. 

 

In appraising the Egyptian nuclear program, one may wonder why the regime did not devote 

more resources to building a bomb, especially as it was involved in a long and bitter conflict 

with a regional nuclear rival. For one, the Israeli nuclear program was never considered an 

existential threat to Egypt’s survival. In the leadup to the Six Day War, the program largely 

served as a political totem of Arab power. The loss of the Sinai following the country’s defeat in 

war reawakened Nasser’s interest in nuclear weapons: “Then, in desperation, he approached the 

Soviets and the Chinese to ask for nuclear devices, and both declined.”1232 Fearing that he had 

missed his chance to reach nuclear parity with Israel, Nasser then shifted focus towards a 

conventional deterrent, using the missile program as a substitute to offset the shifting balance of 

power.1233 As explained in Chapter 4, this strategy ultimately failed, with the war being decided 

in favor of the nuclear-capable Israel. 

 

 
1231 Evron, Yair. "The Arab Position in the Nuclear Field: A Study of Policies up to I967." Cooperation and Conflict 
8.1 (1973): 28. 
1232 Rost Rublee, Maria. "Egypt's Nuclear Weapons Program: Lessons Learned." Non-proliferation Review 13.3 
(2006): 560. 
1233 As Aronson observes, Nasser’s successor Anwar Sadat adhered to a similar policy: fearing the reaction 
nuclearization may elicit from Israel, Sadat may have seen such weapons as a danger to Egypt’s survival. See 
Aronson, Shlomo. Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East, The: Opacity, Theory, and Reality, 

1960-1991 – An Israeli Perspective. SUNY Press, 2012: 133, 145. 
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Another explanation relates the issue to the domestic political balance in the pan-Arab state. As 

argued by Maria Rublee, Nasser’s second-in-command Field Marshal Abdel Hakim Amer posed 

a political challenge to the incumbent’s rule, preventing him from fully investing in the nuclear 

option. The relationship between the two soured following Syria’s exit from the United Arab 

Republic in 1961, an outcome that Nasser blamed on his Defense Minister’s poor oversight of 

Syrian affairs.1234 Their relationship continued to deteriorate in the lead-up to the 1967 War, 

“with rumored coup attempts by Amer’s army forces.”1235 In this context, an investment in 

nuclear arms was seen as a risky threat to the domestic power balance, especially since Egypt’s 

Atomic Energy Establishment (AEE) was then under the control of Salah Hedayat, an Amer 

protégé.1236  Only when Hedayat was removed from his position in 1965 was Egypt able to 

redouble its efforts towards nuclear research. By then, however, the state had lost considerable 

time and inertia towards developing a dedicated deterrent force.  

 

Taken together, the Egyptian case provides insight into how the pursuit of nuclear weapons can 

itself act as a stabilizing force. Unlike Israel, Egypt did not face an existential and therefore did 

not deem the pursuit of a nuclear force as a priority for state or regime survival. On the domestic 

front, Nasser was able to benefit from a symbolic nuclear investment but ultimately chose not to 

expand on the option since the idiosyncratic divisions of executive authority left control over the 

state’s nuclear infrastructure in the hands of his greatest political rival.  

 

 
1234 Staff, Al-Ahram. "All the Revolution’s Men." Al-Ahram 18 (2002): 595. 
1235 Kirk Beattie provides added context, quoting former Minister of War Amin Huweidi who observed, “Nasser 
wanted to get rid of Amer, but he couldn't; Amer was the strongest man in Egypt. See: Rost Rublee, Maria. "Egypt's 
Nuclear Weapons Program: Lessons Learned." Non-proliferation Review 13.3 (2006): 562; Beattie, Kirk J. Egypt 
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As a counterfactual, one may consider the domestic balance of power had the outcome of the Six 

Day War been less decisive. Without the overwhelming military defeat that ultimately drove him 

to suicide, Defense Minister Amer may well have been in a strategically viable position to 

challenge Nasser’s weakened hold on power, drawing on his connections with the military and 

the state’s nuclear infrastructure to pose a serious challenge to the incumbent. Nasser’s early and 

sustained attention to the nuclear project reveals its political importance, highlighting the 

durability benefits it provided him across a series of daunting political challenges.  

 

Iraq 

Saddam Hussein accelerated work on his country’s nuclear program soon after ousting his 

predecessor and assuming the role of president. Though he was “the primary decisionmaker in 

security and foreign policy issues” from as early as 1974, he still faced an unordered succession 

marked by a coup and the purge of the Baath Party.1237 In the face of these challenges, the 

nuclear program served three purposes: balancing a perceived security gap with a nuclear Israel, 

consolidating Saddam’s hold on power, and generating a national prestige project to undo the 

reputational damage of the 1967 and 1973 wars.1238 The state’s failure to reach nuclear status 

ultimately contributed to Saddam’s downfall and the collapse of the Baathist regime. 

 

The Iraqi leader voiced his desire for a regional deterrent as early as 1978. Speaking on the eve 

of the Iran-Iraq war, Saddam expressed fears that his own capital would be the first casualty, 

 
1237 Brands, Hal, and David Palkki. "Saddam, Israel, and the Bomb: Nuclear Alarmism Justified?" International 

Security 36.1 (2011): 138. 
1238 Saddam saw himself as the rightful heir to Nasser’s legacy of pan-Arabism, seeking to consolidate his claims to 
regional leadership through the development of both conventional and nuclear weapons. Indeed, he invested 
“massive human and financial resources to ‘build the bomb.’” See: Bahgat, Gawdat. Proliferation of nuclear 

weapons in the Middle East. University Press of Florida, 2008: 54-55. 
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warning, “the first target will be Baghdad, not Damascus or Amman.”1239 He reiterated this view 

in 1981, expressing the belief that a nuclear deterrent was necessary “for the Iraqi citizen so that 

he will not be disappointed and held hostage by the scientific advancement taking place in Iran 

or in the Zionist entity.”1240 His concerns even led to suggestions that Iraq seek nuclear arms 

from the Soviet Union, if only to provide a countervalue deterrent against a potential Israeli 

attack on civilian targets: “you have to do this in order to prevent the Zionist entity from using 

the atomic bomb against the Arabs.”1241  

 

However, by the eve of the First Gulf War Saddam had shifted focus away from nuclear 

weapons towards a chemical deterrent, declaring, “according to our technical, scientific, and 

military calculations, this is a sufficient deterrent to confront the Israeli nuclear weapon.”1242 

Ultimately, his conjecture was proven to be false, both against the perceived Israeli threat and 

against the risk of intervention by the United States. Reflecting on the outcome of the war, 

members of Saddam’s government “concluded that Iraq would have succeeded in deterring the 

coalition’s military campaigns had it acquired nuclear weapons before invading [Kuwait].”1243   

 

The regime invested little in the resumption of its nuclear program after the First Gulf War.1244 

The decision is somewhat curious given the deteriorating security situation faced by the leader 
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and his state. The Iran-Iraq War and coalition invasion severely weakened the Baathist regime 

and its military, exposing the regime to Kurdish and Shia ethnic uprisings in 1991. Furthermore, 

several coup plots against Saddam highlighted the precariousness of the domestic political 

situation. Though it is difficult to speculate, it remains an open question whether the regime may 

have fared better had it concentrated its efforts on acquiring a viable nuclear deterrent.  

 

The War on Iraq presents an interesting take on this argument. While the invasion was initially 

justified as a means of denying Saddam access to nuclear weapons, the subsequent absence of 

nuclear weapons and the lack of evidence supporting such allegations only strengthened the 

perceived link between nuclear proliferation and survival. Under the Bush doctrine, Saddam’s 

earlier pursuit of nuclear weapons was cited as sufficient justification for regime change.1245 

When it was shown that the Iraqi regime had no viable nuclear capacity, external observers 

viewed this as a contributor to the leader’s demise. Commenting on the issue in 2011, Pakistani 

nuclear scientist A.Q. Khan wrote, “Had Iraq and Libya been nuclear powers, they wouldn’t 

have been destroyed in the way we have seen recently.”1246 While this can only be treated as an 

intriguing counterfactual, the case offered a powerful lesson to other prospective proliferators, 

highlighting the ways in which the lack of a credible deterrent can threaten the security and 

survival of a beleaguered state.1247  

 
1245 Harald Müller expresses this more bluntly, asserting that attempts by “the United States under George W. Bush 
to substitute for the United Nations in deciding and executing forced regime change creates a virulent threat against 
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"Counterfactuals and hypothesis testing in political science." World politics 43.2 (1991): 169-195. 
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Libya 

The interaction between proliferation and survival is perhaps most clearly illustrated through the 

Libyan nuclear weapons program. The Jamahiriya “saw its pursuit of nuclear weapons both as a 

means and an end: a way of providing security through deterrence while increasing Libya’s 

political status in the region.”1248 While Libya’s eventual disarmament was initially touted as “a 

model for other proliferators to mend their ways and help restore themselves to international 

legitimacy,” the subsequent collapse of the 42-year regime and the evocative death of its leader 

served as a powerful disincentive for other “rogue” states who might have contemplated a 

similar approach.1249 The Libyan leader supported denuclearization largely to avoid suffering the 

same fate as Saddam Hussein. Despite attempts at rapprochement, Ghaddafi was ultimately 

overthrown with NATO intervention in 2011, strengthening the belief that self-sufficiency in 

state security is the only reliable guarantor of national sovereignty.1250   

 

Muammar Ghaddafi began his search for nuclear weapons shortly after overthrowing the 

reigning monarch King Idris in 1969.1251 As one of his first acts in office, he even attempted to 

purchase a nuclear weapon from the People’s Republic of China, a proposition the Chinese 

leadership quickly rejected. The move was one of several attempts by the young Colonel to 

“safeguard ‘national independence’ and consolidate [the Revolutionary Command Council’s] 

rule.”1252  

 
1248 Braut-Hegghammer, Målfrid. "Libya's nuclear turnaround: Perspectives from Tripoli." The Middle East Journal 
62.1 (2008): 63. 
1249 DeSutter, Paula A. ‘US Government's Assistance to Libya in the Elimination of its Weapons of Mass 
Destruction (WMD)’, Testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 26 February 2004. 
1250 Bahgat, Gawdat. Proliferation of nuclear weapons in the Middle East. University Press of Florida, 2008: 145; 
Kim, Tongfi. "Asymmetric strategic problems in nuclear nonproliferation." International Relations of the Asia-

Pacific 14.2 (2014): 193. 
1251 Davis, Brian Lee. Qaddafi, Terrorism, and the Origins of the US Attack on Libya. ABC-CLIO, 1990: 16. 
1252 Blanchard, Christopher M. Libya: Background and US relations. DIANE Publishing, 2010: 3. 
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Though the regime’s initial aspirations yielded few results, work on the nuclear program 

accelerated in the late 1980s, at a time when Ghaddafi was losing clout both at home and in the 

region. As Harald Müller argues, “Chad [the Toyota War] was lost. The depression of oil prices 

had made nationalization a rather bad deal, and he had hardly any influence on the course of 

events in the Middle East.”1253 These pressures prompted a renewed focus on the development of 

a working deterrent. The program further addressed concerns regarding gaps in Libya’s 

conventional security, with the ailing Libyan military described by security analysts as “the 

world’s largest military parking lot.”1254 

 

The Libyan nuclear program served as a treasured symbol of prestige and national sovereignty, 

motivated by an “overriding imperative to stay in power and the need to deter and defeat internal 

and external challenges that could threaten the regime’s security.”1255 The long-ruling incumbent 

felt that his nuclear investment could “buy not only the influence he longed for, but also 

existential security against a vastly superior enemy as well as its regional sidekick, the equally 

formidable and redoubtable Israel.”1256 However, shifting political tides at home and abroad 

brought its utility into question. International pressure towards denuclearization peaked after the 

September 11 attacks, with President Bush indirectly warning Ghaddafi, “either you get rid of 

your weapons of mass destruction or [we] will personally destroy them and destroy everything 

 
1253 Müller, Harald. "The exceptional end to the extraordinary Libyan nuclear quest." Nuclear proliferation and 

international security. Routledge, 2007. 95. 
1254 Cordesman, Anthony H. The military balance in the Middle East. Greenwood Publishing Group, 2004: 79. 
1255 Bowen, Wyn Q. Libya and nuclear proliferation: stepping back from the brink. Routledge, 2017: 182. 
1256 The Israeli program was a notable influence on Libya’s atomic ambitions. In an interview in 1987, Ghaddafi 
declared, “Now that the Israelis possess the atomic weapon, the Arabs have nothing before them except to work day 
and night to possess the atomic weapon in order to defend their existence.” See: Müller, Harald. "The exceptional 
end to the extraordinary Libyan nuclear quest." Nuclear proliferation and international security. Routledge, 2007. 
116; Reuters, “Ghaddafi Urges Arabs to Develop Nuclear Weapons.” 2 September 1987. 



 376 

with no discussion.”1257 Facing a direct threat from a global hegemon, Ghaddafi’s decision 

calculus had to resolve a complex trade-off between continued isolation, potential foreign 

intervention, and the possibility of re-integration into the international system. 

 

For Ghaddafi, the decision to forego nuclear weapons was inextricably linked to the continued 

persistence of his regime and a firm promise of non-intervention by the United States.1258 Nor 

was the move a simple function of personal survival. On the contrary, the decision was at least 

partially motivated by domestic succession planning. Ghaddafi’s son and chosen successor Saif 

al-Islam “might have urged his father to issue the disarmament decision as soon as 

possible…[serving as] a strong proponent of dialogue with the United States and the West.”1259 

Disarmament was not an exit option aimed at providing the incumbent a managed exit from 

office. Rather, it represented an intergenerational strategy primarily driven by the goal of regime 

preservation.  

 

The recent ouster of Saddam Hussein made Bush’s coercive threat credible: as Adam Roberts 

confirmed, “it is possible that seeing a fellow Arab leader unceremoniously deposed may have 

helped to concentrate Ghaddafi’s mind.”1260 Furthermore, the exchange would only be possible if 

the regime felt secure that the threat of regime change was off the table.1261 When he eventually 

 
1257 Cigar, Norman L. Libya's Nuclear Disarmament: Lessons and Implications for Nuclear Proliferation. No. 2. 
Middle East Studies, Marine Corps University, 2012: 2. 
1258 Litwak, Robert S. "Living with ambiguity: Nuclear deals with Iran and North Korea." Survival 50.1 (2008): 99. 
1259 Indeed, the move was criticized in Libya as a naked act of self-preservation, ignoring Libya’s broader strategic 
and security challenges. Hochman, Dafna. "Rehabilitating a Rogue: Libya's WMD Reversal and Lessons for US 
policy." Parameters 36.1 (2006): 77. 
1260 Roberts, Adam. "The ‘war on terror’in historical perspective." Survival 47.2 (2005): 119. 
1261 As Dafna Hochman observes, the Ghaddafi regime rightly emphasized that their nuclear program was not a 
simple paper tiger that could be readily exchanged for security concessions: “the scope of Libya’s WMD arsenal 
was significant, modernized, and certainly larger than some experts expected it to be.” The decision to give it up was 
made in the belief that denuclearization would be more beneficial to survival. See: Pelopidas, Benoît. "A Bet 
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moved to negotiate his state’s denuclearization, he explicitly based the decision on the promise 

that US demands would not culminate in his ouster: “if Libya abandoned its WMD program, the 

US in turn would drop its goal of regime change.”1262 

 

The move was immediately criticized by several Arab states, among them Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia. It was condemned as an egregious security blunder, with a Jordanian journalist accusing 

Ghaddafi of betraying “his country, his people, and even himself when he delivered to 

America…all the information about Libya’s nuclear program.”1263 Disconcertingly, 

denuclearization served as an informative signal to Libyan opposition activists, who viewed it as 

both a sign of weakness and a betrayal of national prestige.1264 While it strengthened their hand 

against a domestic opponent, it also marked a regrettable loss of power for the state. Though the 

regime attempted to leverage its remaining stores of enriched uranium in a last-ditch attempt to 

save face, the move yielded no tangible results and further highlighted Libya’s loss of prestige. 

 

Ghaddafi voiced his disappointment personally in a December 2004 interview: “actually we 

were somewhat disappointed by the response from Europe, the United States, and Japan. They 

 
Portrayed as a Certainty: Reassessing the Added Deterrent Value of Nuclear Weapons." The War That Must Never 

Be Fought: Dilemmas of Nuclear Deterrence (2015): 43; Hochman, Dafna. "Rehabilitating a Rogue: Libya's WMD 
Reversal and Lessons for US policy." Parameters 36.1 (2006): 65. 
1262 The demand was rebuked by hardliners within the Bush administration, who favored regime change regardless 
of Ghaddafi’s actions. As Bruce Jentleson notes, John Bolton “pushed so hard to backtrack from the agreement that 
the British convinced [the administration] to restrict his involvement in the Libya matter. See: Hirsh, Michael. 
"Bolton’s British Problem." Newsweek, May 2 (2005); Jentleson, Bruce W., and Christopher A. Whytock. "Who 
“won” Libya? The force-diplomacy debate and its implications for theory and policy." International Security 30.3 
(2006): 76. 
1263 Cigar, Norman L. Libya's Nuclear Disarmament: Lessons and Implications for Nuclear Proliferation. No. 2. 
Middle East Studies, Marine Corps University, 2012: 3. 
1264 As Norman Cigar points out, Libyan dissidents vocally denounced the move: “Who was it that sold Libya’s 
secrets after having deluded the Libyans that he was a nationalist and he wanted a nuclear program with which to 
defend Libya from the ambitions of imperialism and to create a balance in the region? ... handing over the nuclear 
weapons [program] was a great loss for Libya…[which] received no reward from the world.” Even Islamist 
extremists berated the move as a short-sighted blunder. Ibid. 
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did not really repay Libya for its contribution to international peace…If we are not repaid, other 

countries will not follow our example and dismantle their programs in return.”1265 Even Israeli 

commentators feared that the move would expose Ghaddafi politically and destabilize the 

country. Following the Libyan revolution, the Israeli ambassador to the United States Michael 

Oren warned, “while the allied intercession in Libya may send a message of determination to 

Iran, it might also stoke the Iranian regime’s desire to become a nuclear power and so avoid 

Ghaddafi’s fate.”1266 

 

The Libyan case provides an interesting assessment of how the loss of nuclear capacity can 

adversely impact regime survival. Such a relationship was hinted at in Chapter 3: the pursuit of 

nuclear weapons was shown to correspond to a lower probability of survival in certain models, 

with Libya and Iraq playing an outsized role in influencing outcomes. This case suggests that the 

direction of effect may have been reversed. It was not the pursuit of nuclear weapons that 

hastened Ghaddafi’s demise. Rather it was his decision to relinquish said capability. The context 

of disarmament also provides important lessons with respect to both non-proliferation and 

regime durability. Ironically, denuclearization occurred because the regime felt that its survival 

would not be threatened. Ghaddafi hoped that the decision to relinquish his weapons would 

strengthen his hand both at home and abroad. His subsequent ouster at the hands of NATO-

assisted rebel forces only served to strengthen the association between proliferation and 

durability, with external observers citing the late leader’s denuclearization as a contributing 

factor to his eventual demise. Målfrid Braut-Hegghammer and George Perkovich support this 

view in a 2013 report: 

 
1265 Rome RAI Tre Television Network. “Libyan Leader Laments No Concrete Reward for Giving up WMD.” 17 
December 2004. 
1266 Oren, Michael. “What if Ghaddafi had gone Nuclear?” The Wall Street Journal, 29 March 2011. 
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“Negotiated nuclear rollbacks are unlikely to appeal to isolated regimes. At first, 
Ghaddafi and his regime boasted about the rollback decision, calling it a model to be 

followed. In the following months, however, his opinion soured as he did not feel that 
Libya was treated with the respect it deserved considering the sacrifice it had made. The 

2011 NATO intervention in Libya and subsequent deposition of Ghaddafi only seem to 
strengthen this reasoning. Today, other powers including Iran and North Korea look to 

Libya as an example of what not to do, believing that Libya succumbed to Western 
pressure in relinquishing its weapons and, unable to deter foreign intervention, was 

repaid with forcible regime change.”1267 

 

In appraising the role the nuclear program may have had on the regime’s survival, the authors 

further claim, “the consensus…is that the Ghaddafi regime’s decision to abandon its nuclear 

weapons program ultimately contributed to its downfall,” claiming that allied forces would have 

been considerably more reluctant to provide support and intelligence to the Libyan resistance if 

they had faced a nuclear-armed incumbent.1268 Ghaddafi’s son and erstwhile successor Saif al-

Salam voiced the same in an interview on Russian television, claiming that his father regretted 

terminating the nuclear program. “Nowadays everyone is afraid to even touch North Korea. If 

there were an atom bomb, no one would be attacking us.”1269 Though he had earlier advocated in 

favor of denuclearization, he now concluded, “it’s a good lesson for anybody…for us and for 

others…you have to be strong, you can never trust them and you have to be always on 

alert…overnight they change their mind and they start bombing…and the same thing could 

happen to any other country.”1270  

 

 
1267 Braut-Hegghammer, Målfrid, and George Perkovich. To Join Or Not to Join the Nuclear Club: How Nations 

Think about Nuclear Weapons: Two Middle East Case Studies. Middle East Studies at the Marine Corps University, 
2013: 2. 
1268 Ibid: 18. 
1269 Ghaddafi, Saif al-Salam. “Interview with Saif al-Salam Ghaddafi,” RT Television Moscow. 1 July 2011. 
1270 He also asserted that other countries directly expressed this opinion in the years following Libya’s disarmament: 
“I mean we got messages from many countries, and we heard many views from Iran, North Korea, saying, ‘this is 
your mistake, Libyans. You give up your weapons of mass destruction, you stopped developing long-range missiles, 
you became very friendly with the West and this is the result.” Ibid.  
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Finally, the Libyan example shows the complex interaction between credibility and resolve, 

particularly when issues of coercion and negotiation are at play. Alexander George and William 

Simons reach a similar conclusion, warning that coercive diplomacy can “be a beguiling 

strategy,” appearing to be simpler and more effective than it usually is.1271 While the American 

threat of intervention was credible, it was insufficient for securing Ghaddafi’s denuclearization. 

The negotiations were successful only because the US also managed to credibly signal restraint 

on the use of force, convincing Ghaddafi that regime change was off the table.  

 

As argued by Bruce Jentleson, “a coercer state strategy is most likely to succeed if the costs of 

noncompliance it can impose on, and the benefits of compliance it can offer to, the target state 

are greater than the benefits of noncompliance and costs of compliance.”1272 The balance held 

true for Libya: the regime faced a combination of carrots and sticks that provided genuine 

incentives and safeguards in return for forgoing nuclear weapons. Continuing on this line, he 

argues, “had the Libyans felt that they had to guard against policy concessions being taken as 

signs of weakness that risked spurring further pressures for regime change, they would have been 

less likely to make the dramatic policy changes that they did.”1273 

 

When the negotiated concessions were revoked in 2011, the reversal established a harmful 

precedent and a powerful lesson for prospective proliferators. Ghaddafi’s reversal of fortune 

represented the nightmare scenario many embattled autocrats feared. Counterfactually, one may 

wonder if a more limited disarmament policy would have had led to fewer adverse 

 
1271 George, Alexander L., et al., eds. The limits of coercive diplomacy. Vol. 296. Boulder: Westview Press, 1994: 9. 
1272 Jentleson, Bruce W., and Christopher A. Whytock. "Who “won” Libya? The force-diplomacy debate and its 
implications for theory and policy." International Security 30.3 (2006): 51. 
1273 Ibid: 80. 
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consequences. However, this is relatively unlikely: even if Libya had only acceded to 

international inspections and then reversed course, the concession would have been harmful 

domestically and exposed the program to future attack by revealing intelligence on the capacity 

and location of the state’s nuclear infrastructure.  

 

Ghaddafi’s death confirmed suspicions that negotiated denuclearization could lead to regime 

collapse, leading many nuclear aspirants to reach the conclusion that a failure to acquire nuclear 

weapons could put their future survival at risk. When the no-fly zone was first implemented, the 

doomed leader “appealed to the European Parliament and to the US Congress for an end to the 

attack, citing his earlier decision to cancel the nuclear program voluntarily.”1274 Taken together, 

the consequences of Ghaddafi’s downfall related to a loss of credibility, not of the United States’ 

coercive capacity, but rather of its promises of restraint, a promise that had enabled disarmament 

in the first place.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
1274 Kim, Tongfi. "Asymmetric strategic problems in nuclear nonproliferation." International Relations of the Asia-

Pacific 14.2 (2014): 205. 
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APPENDIX B. Supplemental Statistical Tests 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

 

Figure 10: Post-Tenure Fate by Level of Nuclear Activity 
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Table 19: Leader Tenure by Type of Exit 

Exit Type No Program Explore Pursue Acquire Total 

Foreign 

Imposition 

5.89 (9.50) 

N=72 
 

-- 24 (0) 

N=1 
 

-- 6.14 (9.66) 

N=73 
 

Irregular  4.77 (7.10) 

N=583 
 

11.93 (10.09) 

N=7 
 

22.00 (18.33) 

N=3 
 

4.25 (3.01) 

N=8 
 

4.93 (7.30) 

N=601 
 

Natural Death 11.54 (12.32) 

N=183 
11.57 (8.54) 

N=7 
31 (17.35) 

N=3 
13.67 (10.70) 

N=9 
11.92 (12.37) 

N=202 
 

Regular 3.15 (3.92) 

N=2124 
 

2.64 (5.25) 

N=73 
 

3.48 (3.51) 

N=25 
 

4.47 (3.64) 

N=72 
 

3.18 (3.96) 

N=2294 
 

Retired: Ill 

Health 

5.45 (7.73) 

N=64 
1.25 (1.06) 

N=2 
-- 3.5 (2.12) 

N=2 
5.26 (7.54) 

N=68 
 

Still in Office 7.07 (9.19) 

N=157 
-- 8.5 (9.19) 

N=2 
5.00 (4.12) 

N=9 
6.97 (8.97) 

N=168 
 

Suicide  3 (1.41) 

N=2 
-- 12 (0) 

N=1 
-- 6.00 (5.29) 

N=3 
Mean tenure of leaders in years. Standard deviations in brackets. 
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Survival Analysis 

Table 20: Random Effects Weibull Survival Model on Leader Tenure 

Variables (1) (2) (3) 

    

Explore 0.844   

 (0.149)   

Pursue  0.429***  

  (0.129)  

Acquire   2.159** 

   (0.696) 

GDP 1.123* 1.131* 1.126* 

 (0.0757) (0.0757) (0.0755) 

Regular Entry? 2.044*** 2.026*** 2.037*** 

 (0.241) (0.238) (0.240) 

Number of Alliances 1.023* 1.023 1.017 

 (0.0140) (0.0140) (0.0143) 

Nuclear Ally? 0.986 0.958 0.982 

 (0.145) (0.141) (0.145) 

Civil/Ethnic War 1.121*** 1.124*** 1.112*** 

 (0.0321) (0.0322) (0.0321) 

Enduring Rivalry 0.863 0.878 0.839 

 (0.0919) (0.0936) (0.0901) 

Age 0.972*** 0.971*** 0.971*** 

 (0.00380) (0.00376) (0.00377) 

Constant 0.0191*** 0.0196*** 0.0194*** 

 (0.0112) (0.0115) (0.0114) 

    

Observations 5,457 5,457 5,457 

Models based on Weibull survival distribution. 

Constant term estimates baseline hazard. 

Standard Errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 21: Interaction Effects – Proliferation and Type of Entry on Leader Tenure 

Variables (1) (2) (3) 

    

No Program × Regular Entry 1.794***   

 (0.165)   

Explore × Irregular Entry 0.679   

 (0.345)   

Explore × Regular Entry 2.417***   

 (0.440)   

Pursue × Irregular Entry  0.0665***  

  (0.0668)  

Pursue × Regular Entry  1.186  

  (0.347)  

Acquire × Irregular Entry   1.050 

   (0.755) 

Acquire × Regular Entry   3.147*** 

   (0.562) 

    

GDP 1.245*** 1.260*** 1.227*** 

 (0.0389) (0.0397) (0.0386) 

Number of Alliances 0.989 0.989 0.980** 

 (0.00766) (0.00760) (0.00826) 

Nuclear Ally? 1.570*** 1.557*** 1.591*** 

 (0.106) (0.105) (0.107) 

Civil/Ethnic War 1.108*** 1.107*** 1.103*** 

 (0.0210) (0.0212) (0.0212) 

Enduring Rivalry 0.764*** 0.792*** 0.736*** 

 (0.0532) (0.0554) (0.0524) 

Age 0.975*** 0.975*** 0.975*** 

 (0.00285) (0.00284) (0.00283) 

Constant 0.0143*** 0.0136*** 0.0166*** 

 (0.00430) (0.00407) (0.00506) 

    

Observations 5,457 5,457 5,457 

Models based on Weibull survival distribution. 

Constant term estimates baseline hazard. 

Standard Errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

  



 386 

Table 22: Random Effects Weibull Survival Model on Regime Duration 

 (1) (2) (3) 

    

Explore 1.092   

 (0.609)   

Pursue  0.372  

  (0.244)  

Acquire   0.487 

   (0.373) 

GDP 0.314*** 0.314*** 0.317*** 

 (0.0421) (0.0421) (0.0421) 

Number of Alliances 0.957 0.956 0.966 

 (0.0309) (0.0309) (0.0322) 

Nuclear Ally? 1.110 1.097 1.101 

 (0.290) (0.287) (0.285) 

Civil/Ethnic War 1.339*** 1.338*** 1.341*** 

 (0.0712) (0.0708) (0.0710) 

Enduring Rivalry 1.114 1.140 1.126 

 (0.221) (0.226) (0.222) 

Bordering States with MEPV 0.988 0.988 0.989 

 (0.0214) (0.0213) (0.0213) 

Constant 1.659 1.673 1.568 

 (1.766) (1.782) (1.648) 

    

Observations 6,324 6,324 6,324 

Models based on Weibull survival distribution. 

Constant term estimates baseline hazard. 

Standard Errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 23: Survival Models on Regime Duration (Geddes Frantz & Wright Coding) 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 
          

Explore 0.562 0.488 0.477       
 (0.259) (0.221) (0.216)       
Pursue    0.486 0.374* 0.320*    
    (0.286) (0.219) (0.186)    
Acquire       0.290** 0.125*** 0.156*** 
       (0.176) (0.0667) (0.0795) 
GDP 0.717*** 0.324*** 0.360*** 0.715*** 0.323*** 0.361*** 0.692*** 0.323*** 0.351*** 
 (0.0760) (0.0262) (0.0234) (0.0760) (0.0261) (0.0237) (0.0746) (0.0258) (0.0234) 
Polity Score 1.091*** 1.027*** 1.004 1.090*** 1.026** 1.003 1.092*** 1.037*** 1.007 
 (0.0125) (0.0104) (0.0155) (0.0126) (0.0104) (0.0156) (0.0125) (0.0106) (0.0155) 
Number of Alliances  0.953**   0.955**   0.985  
  (0.0225)   (0.0222)   (0.0228)  
Nuclear Ally?  2.478***   2.452***   2.339***  
  (0.352)   (0.348)   (0.331)  
Civil/Ethnic War  1.137***   1.135***   1.185***  
  (0.0369)   (0.0368)   (0.0382)  
Bordering States with 
MEPV 

 0.980   0.981   0.991  

  (0.0144)   (0.0144)   (0.0142)  
Enduring Rivalry  0.975   0.995   1.049  
  (0.143)   (0.146)   (0.151)  
Urban Population 1.185**   1.190***   1.209***   
 (0.0785)   (0.0793)   (0.0807)   
Trade Volume 0.644***   0.645***   0.652***   
 (0.0433)   (0.0434)   (0.0438)   
Political Corruption Index 14.95***   15.66***   14.18***   
 (4.469)   (4.646)   (4.237)   
Party Regime?   0.299***   0.305***   0.276*** 
   (0.0756)   (0.0773)   (0.0691) 
Military Regime?   3.374***   3.469***   3.090*** 
   (0.829)   (0.859)   (0.755) 
Monarchy?   0.135***   0.134***   0.118*** 
   (0.0536)   (0.0535)   (0.0469) 

387 



 388 

Table 23. (Cont.) 
Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 
Personalist Regime?   0.931   0.933   0.836 
   (0.224)   (0.226)   (0.200) 
Constant 0.0937*** 29.23*** 16.53*** 0.0888*** 29.05*** 15.94*** 0.101*** 23.68*** 20.48*** 
 (0.0793) (17.75) (8.692) (0.0755) (17.62) (8.465) (0.0854) (14.21) (10.96) 
          
Observations 5,214 5,947 7,227 5,214 5,947 7,227 5,214 5,947 7,227 

Models based on Weibull survival distribution. Constant term estimates baseline hazard. Standard Errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 
p<0.1 
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Figure 11: Disaggregated Regime-Level Hazards (Geddes Frantz & Wright Coding) 
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Table 24: Interaction Effects – Proliferation and Regime Type on Leader Tenure 

Variables (1) (2) (3) 

    

Explore × Party Regime 0.240***   

 (0.0854)   

Pursue × Party Regime 0.365***   

 (0.131)   

Acquire × Party Regime 0.481   

 (0.223)   

Explore × Military Regime  3.416***  

  (1.418)  

Pursue × Military Regime  0.746  

  (0.377)  

Acquire × Military Regime  1.006  

  (0.721)  

Explore × Personalist Regime   1.469 

   (1.478) 

Pursue × Personalist Regime   0.0707*** 

   (0.0710) 

Acquire × Personalist Regime   0.791 

   (0.841) 

GDP 1.132*** 1.256*** 1.173*** 

 (0.0344) (0.0381) (0.0369) 

Number of Alliances  0.971*** 0.971*** 0.978*** 

 (0.00747) (0.00761) (0.00795) 

Nuclear Ally? 1.557*** 1.582*** 1.617*** 

 (0.102) (0.105) (0.106) 

Civil/Ethnic War 1.094*** 1.086*** 1.091*** 

 (0.0219) (0.0208) (0.0205) 

Enduring Rivalry 0.827*** 0.749*** 0.776*** 

 (0.0587) (0.0533) (0.0552) 

Bordering States with MEPV 0.987 0.988 0.987* 

 (0.00786) (0.00762) (0.00751) 

Constant 0.0175*** 0.00587*** 0.0116*** 

 (0.00483) (0.00162) (0.00332) 

    

Observations 6,009 6,009 6,009 

Models based on Weibull survival distribution. 

Constant term estimates baseline hazard. 

Standard Errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Durability Against Political Shocks 

 

Figure 12: Marginal Effects – Leader Fate by Method of Entry 
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Figure 13: Marginal Effects – Regime Failure by Method of Entry 
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Table 25: Logistic Regressions – Proliferation and Political Failure (Added Controls) 

 DV: DV: DV: DV: DV: DV: 
Variables Leader  

Change 
Irregular  

Exit 
Attempted  

Coups 
Successful  

Coups 
Fate –   
DEI  

Regime  
Failure 

       
Explore 1.241 0.868 0.640 0.158* 0.644** 0.606 
 (0.215) (0.186) (0.238) (0.160) (0.135) (0.291) 
Pursue 0.433*** 2.034*** 0.757 0.165* 3.042*** 0.390* 
 (0.124) (0.397) (0.276) (0.169) (0.601) (0.234) 
Acquire 1.076 0.609* 0.267** 0.308 0.553** 0.350** 
 (0.196) (0.156) (0.151) (0.329) (0.135) (0.189) 
Regular Entry? 1.640*** 0.400*** 0.495*** 0.340*** 0.398***  
 (0.160) (0.0320) (0.0625) (0.0630) (0.0308)  
GDP 1.173*** 0.525*** 0.575*** 0.484*** 0.544*** 0.529*** 
 (0.0430) (0.0248) (0.0388) (0.0613) (0.0245) (0.0458) 
Borders 1.080*** 0.976 1.000 1.046 0.971 1.069* 
 (0.0225) (0.0199) (0.0336) (0.0538) (0.0197) (0.0415) 
Enduring Rivalry 0.820** 1.287*** 1.413*** 1.778*** 0.969 1.011 
 (0.0683) (0.0983) (0.171) (0.311) (0.0755) (0.156) 
Number of Alliances 0.971*** 0.980* 0.998 0.869*** 0.946*** 0.953* 
 (0.00947) (0.0104) (0.0185) (0.0386) (0.0118) (0.0249) 
Nuclear Ally? 1.355*** 1.280*** 0.857 2.380*** 1.329*** 1.901*** 
 (0.106) (0.100) (0.106) (0.466) (0.1000) (0.293) 
Civil/Ethnic War 1.094*** 0.924*** 1.065** 1.079* 1.047** 1.160*** 
 (0.0239) (0.0214) (0.0331) (0.0431) (0.0221) (0.0414) 
Bordering States with MEPV 0.978** 0.993 0.978 0.961* 1.005 0.993 
 (0.00907) (0.00814) (0.0144) (0.0230) (0.00820) (0.0177) 
Physical Health 0.775** 1.344*** 0.844 0.710 1.811***  
 (0.0959) (0.148) (0.170) (0.219) (0.181)  
Polity Score      1.019* 
      (0.0110) 
Constant 0.0314*** 102.7*** 9.752*** 14.26** 98.95*** 8.532*** 
 (0.0107) (38.89) (5.544) (14.93) (35.73) (6.338) 
Observations 5,427 5,457 5,455 5,455 5,457 5,730 

Odds ratios reported. Robust standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Robustness Tests 

 

 

Figure 14: Estimated Propensity Scores by Treatment – Exploration 
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Figure 15: Estimated Propensity Scores by Treatment – Pursuit 
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Figure 16: Estimated Propensity Scores by Treatment – Acquisition 
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Figure 17: Covariate Balance on Leader Tenure – Exploration 

 

Figure 18: Covariate Balance on Leader Tenure – Pursuit 
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Figure 19: Covariate Balance on Leader Tenure – Acquisition 

 

Figure 20: Covariate Balance on Regime Durability – Exploration 
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Figure 21: Covariate Balance on Regime Durability – Pursuit 

 

Figure 22: Covariate Balance on Regime Durability – Acquisition 
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Figure 23: Bayesian Model Averaging – Regime Durability 
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Table 26: Posterior Coefficients – Regime Durability 

Variables 
Dependent Variable: Regime Durability 

PIP Posterior Mean Posterior S.D. 

Rebel Leader? 1.00 -3.510 0.536 

Polity Score 1.00 -0.278 0.048 

Civil War (Magnitude) 0.92 -0.706 0.288 

Ethnic War (Magnitude) 0.01 -0.002 0.029 
Borders 1.00 -1.322 0.128 

MEPV on Borders 0.97 0.921 0.286 

Military Expenditure 1.00 0 0 

Urban Population 1.00 -1.768 0.206 

GDP 1.00 2.372 0.313 

SOLS Change? 1.00 -4.618 0.780 

Party Regime? 0.13 0.209 0.594 
Military Regime? 1.00 -5.485 0.969 

Monarchy? 0.25 -0.623 1.190 

Personalistic Regime? 1.00 4.761 0.811 

Number of Alliances 1.00 -0.870 0.052 

Trade Volume 1.00 3.195 0.164 

Political Corruption Index 1.00 -24.282 0.943 

Explore 1.00 8.805 1.338 

Pursue 1.00 9.807 1.486 

Acquire 1.00 27.564 1.302 

Posterior Inclusion Probabilities (PIP) > 90% in boldface. 
Posterior means and standard deviations shown. 
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