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Rational deterrence theory posits that deterrence is more likely to be successful
when a state credibly communicates to its adversary that it has both the capability and
intent to retaliate against threats. Yet, second-generation nuclear states, which often exist
in severe security environments, have largely adopted postures of nuclear ambiguity
where they do not acknowledge their nuclear weapons capabilities or the circumstances
under which they would use them.

To date, research has been insufficiently comparative. While some existing
research offers explanations for the ambiguous nuclear postures of individual countries, it
does not permit us to draw inferences across cases and assess relative explanatory power.
Through comparison, both within and across cases, this project develops a more general
explanation of why nuclear states choose ambiguity over a visible deterrence posture.

To this end, this project analyzes the nuclear postures of three countries: Israel,

India, and Pakistan. Using process tracing and the congruence procedure methodology, I



assess the relative validity of existing explanations for each case and then compare these
findings across the three cases.

This research suggests that regional security environments, characterized by
disparities in power, create strong incentives for states to acquire nuclear weapons
capabilities for deterrence as well as to retain an ambiguous posture. In particular, an
ambiguous posture enables regional states to avoid the costs and dangers of competitive
nuclear development vis-a-vis their adversaries. The three cases also suggest that patron
state pressures for non-proliferation, which combine threats and incentives, are another
important constraint on the nuclear posture of second-generation nuclear states. Other
variables—such as the international non-proliferation regime, domestic political interests,
andr the personal moral reservations of some state leaders—play some role to varying
degrees in individual cases. However, these effects are limited both within the broad
history of individual cases as well as in cross-case comparison of the three states.

Understanding these constraints is helpful for evaluating the efficacy of policy
tools designed to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons as well as how to manage crises

and conflicts between regional nuclear-armed states.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Rational deterrence theory suggests that states, which are attempting to deter the
actions of another state, increase the likelihood of success by having the necessary
capabilities and intentions to retaliate and credibly communicating the same to the
challenging state. Yet, second-generation nuclear states, despite being regionally
situated in severe security environments marked by a series of wars over the last half-
century, have not openly utilized their nuclear capability in a way consistent with
deterrence theory. Instead, undeclared nuclear states have pursued policies of opacity in
which they largely deny the possession of nuclear weapons and refrain from publicly
issuing nuclear declarations or threats.

Why do second-generation nuclear states pursue policies of nuclear opacity,
which may result in making deterrence less effective than declaring capabilities and
intentions? The first five states to acquire nuclear weapons, the United States, Russia,
Britain, France and China, have all followed a development path whereby they have
openly deciared their nuclear status through a variety of mechanisms. In contrast, the
second wave of nuclearized states—including Israel, India, and Pakistan—have followed

policies of secrecy regarding their nuclear status. For example, Israel is characterized as



having an “almost fanatical tradition of secrecy”' and its official stance on nuclear
proliferation is a vaguely worded statement that it will not be the first state to introduce
nuclear weapons into the Middle East. Similarly, India and Pakistan, despite their 1998
nuclear tests “effectively maintain a high level of secrecy” regarding the properties of
their nuclear weapons, command and control organization, operational plans, nuclear
strategies and general force structures.’

The result of this secrecy is an ambiguous nuclear status, which ultimately makes
it much more difficult for other states to accurately read the capabilities and intentions of
their adversaries and increases the possibility of deterrence failure based on
miscalculation and misperception.” Given these consequences, why then do these states
insist on policies of nuclear ambiguity?* The dangers of miscalculation, particularly in
violence prone regions such as the Middle East and South Asia, and in the shadow of

nuclear weapons, suggest the importance of understanding the reasons for state decisions.

! Michael Handel, Israel’s Political-Military Doctrine, Harvard University, Center for International Affairs,
Occasional Papers, no. 30 (Cambridge: July 1973), 12, 50. Quoted in Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), 139.

2 Rodney W. Jones, “Minimum Nuclear Deterrence Postures in South Asia: An Overview,” Report
prepared for Defense Threat Reduction Agency Advanced Systems and Concepts Office, 1 October 2001,
6.

* Avner Cohen and Benjamin Frankel, "Opaque Nuclear Proliferation," in Opaque Nuclear Proliferation:
Methodological and Policy Implications, Benjamin Frankel, ed. (Portland: Frank Cass & Co., 1991), 32.

* This project uses the terms ambiguous and opaque interchangeably. There is some debate regarding the
efficacy of ‘opaque’ or ‘ambiguous’ deterrence. If other states are aware of the nuclear capability, does it
provide for some level of deterrence? While scholars are divided on this point, there is a general consensus
that deterrence is enhanced with openness, leaving opaque detetrence, as a suboptimal outcome compared
to visible deterrence.



In addition to the diminished effectiveness of deterrence, there are several other
implications stemming from policies of nuclear opacity.” When states engage in opaque
nuclear proliferation, there are “organizational and technical reasons” that increase the
likelihood of accidents and unsafe policies.® Additionally, since the nuclear development
programs are compartmentalized within the government and conducted in secret, there is
often little outside feedback and it is difficult to hold program administrators accountable
to external policymakers.” Further, states with opaque nuclear arsenals, functioning
under a veil of secrecy, inhibit debate within state domestic populations, and in some
cases among the leadership. Not only does such secrecy threaten adequate civilian policy
evaluation,® but it also seriously undermines democratic principles within these states.”
Finally, another implication of opacity is that international efforts to manage proliferation
through arms control and other mechanisms are hindered in discussion, negotiation, and
verification.

This project evaluates several explanations for varying degrees nuclear openness

or opacity, the dependent variable, by assessing the relative validity of international and

* There may be other motives for acquiring nuclear weapons such as prestige. Still, there is no reason on its
surface why if a state is seeking prestige it should not make it known what its capabilities are if successful.
Moreover, prestige is not mutually exclusive with deterrence motivations and may also be present to some
extent. Thus, the puzzle remains. Why, if both motives suggest a more open nuclear status, is such a
policy is not implemented?

® Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate (New York: W. W.
Norton & Company, 1995), 81, and Scott D. Sagan, "The Perils of Proliferation: Organization Theory,
Deterrence Theory, and the Spread of Nuclear Weapons," International Security 18, no. 4 (Spring 1994).

7 Cohen, "Opaque Nuclear Proliferation," 34.

® Stephen Van Evera, "Why States Believe Foolish Ideas: Non-Self-Evaluation by Government and
Society," Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association (1988).

® Sagan and Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate, 81. Cohen, "Opaque Nuclear
Proliferation," 33.




domestic level hypotheses. The first international level explanation focuses on the
regional security environment as a cause of nuclear proliferation, which also creates
incentives to adopt a policy of ambiguity. From this perspective, regional states acquire a
nuclear capability in order to deter their adversaries. At the same time, second-
generation nuclear states face a number of challenges in their development and can ill-
afford to engage in competitive arms races and other policies that increase the probability
of conflict. Thus, nuclear ambiguity can be explained as way for regional adversaries to
dampen competitive policies and reduce the transition risks associated with developing
nuclear arsenals.

The second international level explanation that is evaluated in this study focuses
on the role of patron states in shaping their client states’ foreign policies. From this
perspective, stronger states are motivated to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons, or at
least to prefer that it remains hidden. Using economic and military inducements, as well
as the threat of sanctions, patron states are credited with pressuring their client states into
maintaining an ambiguous nuclear posture.

The third explanation stemming from the international level is based on the norms
and institutional framework of the non-pfoliferation regime. The propositions sourced in
this perspective suggest that the international non-proliferation regime imposes material
and normative costs on nuclear proliferators. As such, second-generation nuclear states
seek to avoid these costs by not openly acknowledging their nuclear capabilities.

There are two variants of the domestic level explanation, domestic politics and

moral and/or cultural constraints. In terms of the domestic politics, the decision to pursue



a nuclear weapons option is usually a controversial decision. There are often deep
divisions between state leaders as to whether nuclear weapons will effectively provide for
state security, given the financial costs and other risks associated with the program. As
such, in governments where such decisions require a consensus, there may be
compromises reached as to the state’s nuclear posture to avoid some of the feared costs.
Alternatively, in states with centralized decision-making, leaders that would suffer costs
by instituting an open nuclear posture would reject this option.

The other domestic level explanation focuses on the particular moral or cultural
attributes of state leaders. In particular, given the destructive nature of nuclear weapons,
many leaders have expressed moral reservations about relying on weapons of mass
destruction for state security. This reluctance, it is hypothesized, translates into an
unwillingness to fully embrace an overt nuclear posture.

This study finds that when the hypotheses are tested against the cases of Israel,
India, and Pakistan, the evidence most strongly points to the presence of international
factors as causing these states to choose nuclear opacity. In particular, a state’s regional
security environment and U.S. promotion of its non-proliferation policies have powerful
influences on a second-generation nuclear state’s posture. In all three of these cases,
insecurity has compelled each state to pursue nuclear weapons to provide for deterrence.

. At the same time, disparities in nuclear development created incentives for each
state to avoid taking an open posture that would be provocative to its regional adversaries
and their allies. In the case of Israel, this meant preserving its nuclear monopoly and

favorable conventional balance that would be threatened by regional states either



developing a counterbalancing nuclear option or seeking external assistance from their
allies. For India, while it was much stronger than its historic adversary Pakistan, New
Delhi was cautious about competing in nuclear terms with a much stronger China, at least
until it could achieve relative parity in nuclear terms. Additionally, China’s
predisposition to assist Pakistan’s nuclear and conventional programs was a further
incentive to not provoke Islamabad. And Pakistan lagged substantially behind India,
giving it few reasons to publicly compete in a race that it was sure to lose. However,
Pakistan’s hand was forced by India deciding to test in 1998, and it quickly followed suit
lest the Indians believed that Pakistan did not actually have a nuclear weapons capability.

In terms of patron state pressures, the United States was the main great power that
both had the incentive to stop nuclear non-proliferation, and was willing to use its
leverage with client states to influence their foreign policies. While Washington
recognized that it would likely not be able to stop these three states from acquiring
nuclear weapons, it did seek to at least slow down the programs and keep them out of the
public eye so that other proliferators were not encouraged to follow suit.

U.S. pressure was particularly effective with Israel and Pakistan to the extent that
there were economic and military ties between the states. However, there are limitations
to the United States’ ability to influence other state’s foreign policies, as demonstrated by
Pakistan’s decision to test in 1998 in response to India. The Indians were also responsive
to U.S. pressures, mainly during the 1980s and 1990s as India sought to open up trade

and technology linkages with the Americans. Having established these ties, the Indians



correctly calculated that the U.S. would be unwilling to punish them for long after the
1998 tests.

While there is also some evidence supporting the international non-proliferation
regime and domestic level explanations, closer analysis suggests that the regional security
environment and U.S. threats and inducements also informed these factors. As such,
their own independent effect is diminished. As to the non-proliferation regime, all three
states avoided obligations that would limit their ability to produce nuclear weapons. The
regime mattered to some material extent in slowing down India and Pakistan’s programs,
but there is little evidence to suggest that any of the three states embraced the principles
and norms promulgated by the regime in general.

Similarly, there is some evidence in support of the proposition that domestic
politics mattered. The strongest evidence is from the Indian case, where domestic
politics was a source of pressure on Indira Gandhi’s government to test in 1974.
Additionally, the nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (“BJP”’) came to power in 1998,
which helps to explain the timing of that test. However, when evaluating India’s overall
history, the domestic political factors was neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for
India testing. Rather, each leader had to evaluate the existing constraints as to whether
testing was opportune. And given these rather case specific features, there is no
generalizable statement that encompasses the varied domestic political factors in each
case.

Moreover, there is even less evidence suggesting that normative or cultural

constraints are primarily responsible for states choosing nuclear opacity. While



individual leaders may have had strong moral reservations about relying on weapons of
mass destruction, there is little evidence suggesting that they did not fully evaluate their
options and they continued to pursue a nuclear option nonetheless.

This dissertation proceeds according to the following format. Chapter Two
details existing deterrence literature, derives hypotheses, and discusses the
methodological approach of process tracing and the congruence procedure. Chapter
Three is a case study analyzing the origins of Israel’s nuclear opacity. Chapter Four and
Five are cases studies on South Asia, specifically the Indian and Pakistani nuclear
programs and associated ambiguous postures from 1974 until 1998 when both states
tested and openly declared themselves nuclear weapons states. Chapter Six compares
and analyzes the results from the three empirical chapters. Chapter Seven concludes with

the findings and implications of this study.



CHAPTER I

THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

The following chapter outlines the theoretical foundations and methodological
approach informing this project. The first section reviews nuclear deterrence literature
and discusses how the second wave of nuclear proliferation challenges the assumptions of
deterrence theory. This is followed by a review of existing research on opacity, which
primarily addresses the historical nuclear development within a particular country of
study. While focusing on individual countries is helpful in identifying potential
explanatory variables in particular cases, it does not permit us to draw inferences across
cases and assess relative explanatory power. Through comparison of the explanatory
variables, this project seeks to develop a more general theoretical framework that can
explain why nuclear states would choose opacity over a visible deterrence posture.

To this end, the second section outlines hypotheses and derives predictions of
observable data according to each theoretical perspective. This discussion focuses on
international variables—the regional security environment, patron state pressures, and the
international non-proliferation regime—and domestic level factors—party and interest
groups politics, and moral and cultural constraints.

The final section discusses the case selection of Israel, India, and Pakistan. 1 also

outline the congruence procedure and process tracing methodologies used in this study.
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I. Literature on Nuclear Deterrence and Opacity

A. Nuclear Deterrence

Early in the Cold War, the intense rivalry between the United States and the
Soviet Union led to a nuclear arms race. It was not immediately clear how the addition of
these new weapons, with substantially increased capacity for destruction, would affect
the likelihood of conflict between the two competing states. Over time scholars and
policymakers theorized that stable, mutual deterrence was established between the
superpowers based on mutually assured destruction.! The key to this stability is
maintaining effective deterrence.

Deterrence is generally understood as the threat of punishment or retaliation by
one state to prevent another state from undertaking undesirable actions.? It is primarily a

peacetime objective and fails by definition when conflict, or other unwanted action, is

! For some scholars, this was the result of the “nuclear revolution,” meaning that the security dilemma
could be mitigated and great powers could peacefully coexist under conditions of defense dominance where
each side was assured a second-strike capability. See, e.g., Robert Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear
Revolution: Statecraft and the Prospect of Armageddon (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989); Charles L.
Glaser, Analyzing Strategic Nuclear Policy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990); Stephen Van
Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999).
“Offensive” or structural realists accept the peace inducing effects of nuclear weapons among great powers,
but still find that states engage in competitive security policies at the conventional level. See, e.g., John J.
Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2001), 130-133;
Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Origins of War in Neorealist Theory,” in The Origin and Prevention of Major
Wars, Robert Rotberg and Theodore Rabb, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 48-52.
However, consensus about the effects of nuclear weapons is not universal and John Mueller argues that the
“long peace” between the U.S. and the Soviets was based on the obsolescence of major war, rather than
deterrence. John Mueller, “The Essential Irrelevance of Nuclear Weapons: Stability in the Postwar World,”
International Security 13, no. 2 (Fall 1988), 55-79.

2 Robert J. Art, “The Four Functions of Force,” in The Use of Force, Robert J. Art and Kenneth N. Waltz,
eds. (Lanham: University Press of America, 1993) 4; Janice Gross Stein, "Deterrence and Reassurance,"” in
Behavior Society and Nuclear War, Tetlock, et al., eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 9.
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initiated by an aggressor.> Deterrence therefore involves “the use of threats to induce the
opponent to behave in desirable ways.”*

During the Cold War and after, substantial scholarly work was devoted to
understanding the conditions under which deterrence is most likely to succeed or fail.
This academic and policy discussion has, in large part, revolved around the basic
assumptions of rational deterrence theory and empirical criticisms of the model.”

Rational deterrence theory is predicated on the assumptions that states behave as
rational, unitary actors.® Whether a state is willing to initiate a war with another state is
based on a rational calculation of the costs and benefits of going to war. In its simplest
form, a state will refrain from attacking another state when the costs are perceived to
exceed the benefits. That is, “[i]f a country knows that it is likely to lose a long, nasty
war in the process, it will probably not seek to press its claims against a rival.””’ For
deterrence to be effective, then, it is important to convince the would-Be challenger that

the costs of attacking are too high.® The defending state is more likely to successfully

3 Glenn H. Snyder, “Deterrence and Defense,” in The Use of Force, Robert J. Art and Kenneth N. Waltz,
eds. (Lanham: University Press of America, 1993), 351.

* Christopher H. Achen and Duncan Snidal, “Rational Deterrence Theory and Comparative Case Studies,”
World Politics 41, no. 2 (January 1989), 151.

5 Rational deterrence theory is also referred to as “classical” deterrence theory. See Paul C. Stern, et al.,
“Deterrence in the Nuclear Age,” in Perspectives on Deterrence, Paul C. Stern, et al., eds. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1989), 5. A significant part of this debate also revolves around methodological
differences. See, for example, Alexander L. George and Richard Smoke, “Deterrence and Foreign Policy,”
World Politics 41, no. 2 (January 1989).

8 Rational deterrence theory, as developed in the abstract during the 1950s and 1960s posited these
assumptions. For a review, see Paul C. Stern, “Deterrence in the Nuclear Age,” 5.

" Achen and Snidal, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 150.

8 Achen and Snidal, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 151,
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deter a would-be attacker if the defender: (1) possesses the necessarily military
capabilities to respond; (2) has the political will to use them; and (3) can credibly
communicate its capability and resolve to the challenging state.’

Conversely, rational deterrence theory predicts that deterrence will be more likely
to fail if one of the above three elements is missing. Therefore, states should demonstrate
or otherwise communicate their military capabilities and attempt to issue credible threats
to bolster deterrence. Furthermore, the destructive potential of nuclear weapons “makes
either unilateral or mutual nuclear deterrence appear far more likely to be successful than
did the preceding conceptions. If leaders were to take steps to minimize miscalculation—
making their military capabilities obvious, making their threats clear, controlling for
accidents, and so on—there is no obvious reason why deterrence could not successfully
continue for some time.”'® However, as discussed below, second-generation nuclear
states do not follow these prescriptions: they do not make their nuclear military

capabilities obvious and/or take steps to credibly communicate their resolve.

1. The Role of Capabilities for Deterrence

For effective deterrence, “a state must have, or at least appear to have, the ability

to actually impose sufficiently high costs on an adversary. This is the role of a state’s

® Robert J. Art, “The Four Functions of Force,” 4. While not always explicit, it is further assumed that the
challenging state has some ability to accurately assess the defending state’s capabilities, intentions, and
communications. See Paul C. Stern, “Deterrence in the Nuclear Age,” 6.

1 Patrick M. Morgan, Deterrence: A Conceptual Analysis (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1983), 61.
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punitive capabilities.”!! In the modern nuclear age, a sufficient nuclear capability that
threatens unacceptable harm on the challenging state is achievable.

First, a credible nuclear retaliatory capability is attainable by a determined
proliferator. The basic requirements for a sufficient retaliatory force are to construct at
least a rudimentary nuclear device and protect it so it is deliverable.'> Most states that
choose to have nuclear weapons are able, with varying degrees of challenges, to acquire
at least a basic capability if they are determined enough to invest the resources.
Moreover, once a state has developed a nuclear weapons capability, given the ease with
which nuclear weapons can be hidden and delivered, protecting and maintaining its
retaliatory ability is manageable.'? For these reasons, even a nascent nuclear capability is
generally deemed sufficient to raise the costs to the challenger of an attack to
unacceptable levels, even if the target’s precise capability is unknown to the challenger.'

Second, the costs of nuclear retaliation are relatively easy to calculate. The
enormously destructive capacity of nuclear weapons simplifies the calculations for
would-be aggressors. Because any nuclear attack is likely to be too costly, calculating
the damage from nuclear weapons is relatively straightforward. Indeed, “the key effect

of nuclear weapons is to allow both analysts and policy makers to greatly simplify the

!! Robert Powell, Nuclear Deterrence Theory: The Search for Credibility (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 8.

12 Kenneth N. Waltz, “More May Be Better,” in The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate Renewed,
Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, eds. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2003), 20-23.

1> Waltz, “More May Be Better,” 20-23. Because even relatively few weapons can inflict unacceptable
damage, states can employ various measures to hide and protected at least a small stock of deliverable
weapons. Further, “[m]eans of delivery are neither difficult to devise nor hard to procure,” Ibid., 21.

* Waltz, “More May Be Better,” 20-23.
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essence of computing how much of a threat is needed to deter what kind of attack.”"
Therefore, states likely will not miscalculate the destructive capability of a nuclear-armed
adversary.

Because it is relatively easy to have a sufficient and protectable capability, which
a rational challenger can assess accurately enough, it is presumed that a nuclear-armed
state seeking to deter a challenger will sufficiently demonstrate through testing and public
declarations its ability to inflict unacceptable harm. As such, both rational deterrence
theory and its critics largely assume that a nuclear-armed state seeking to deter another
will communicate its capability to a potential challenger. This is the pattern set by the
first generation of nuclear states. The U.S., Soviet Union, U.K., France, and China all
publicly tested and declared their nuclear weapons, making it relatively easy for other
states to assess their capabilities.

For these reasons, most research on nuclear deterrence has presumed that a state’s
nuclear status is clear, particularly since the defender has a strong incentive to
demonstrate its capability for the purposes of deterrence. Accordingly, most research has
focused not on the possession of nuclear capability per se, but on the problem of how to

make credible a promise to use this capability to retaliate.

2. Credible Threats

According to rational deterrence theory, “sufficiently strong, clear, credible

threats will deter” would-be challengers.'® Conversely, there is the expectation that
g y p

> Morgan, Deterrence: A Conceptual Analysis, 61.
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deterrence will fail when “the retaliatory threat is absent, incredible, or less valuable than
the prize.”!’

Successful nuclear deterrence depends on the credibility of the defender’s promise
to retaliate.'® The enormously destructive power of nuclear weapons means that making
deterrent threats credible to a nuclear-armed adversary is problematic. Credible threats
are often unbelievable under conditions of mutually assured destruction because there are
few interests that are perceived to be worth attacking over when the risk of retaliation
means annihilation. The ability to issue credible threats is especially problematic in cases
of extended deterrence or conflicts that do not threaten the territorial integrity of the
nuclear state.' For this reason, it is important for states to bolster the credibility of their
threats.

Costly signals are one way for a defending state to increase the credibility of its
resolve under conditions of uncertainty. Because the challenging state may be unsure of
whether the threats issued by the defending state are credible or simply a bluff, the

defending state can communicate its resolve by undertaking a costly enough action to

signal to the other side its resolve.” The defending state thus “signal[s] its intentions by

'8 Achen and Snidal, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 149. They also “point to historical examples in which
the threat of retaliation was clear and credible, yet deterrence failed.” /bid.

17 Achen and Snidal, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 152.
'8 Achen and Snidal, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 152,

' paul K. Huth, Extended Deterrence and the Prevention of War (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1988).

20 James D. Morrow, “The Strategic Setting of Choices: Signaling, Commitment, and Negotiation in
International Politics,” in Strategic Choice and International Relations, David Lake and Robert Powell, eds.
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999). See also James D. Fearon, “Signaling versus the Balance of
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taking actions that inflict costs it is willing to bear but other types [of states] are not.”!
This allows the challenging state to determine that it is facing a resolute defender and
back down.”? However, if the costly action is one that the potential aggressor cannot
distinguish from a similar action by a bluffing state, the credibility problem remains.

Credibility may also be enhanced by the “threat that leaves something to chance.”
The logic here is that a crisis between two adversaries risks getting out of control if the
defending state takes lower level, responsive steps that increase the likelihood of
escalation. This escalation may then lead to a massive nuclear retaliation.”> A threat is
thus enhanced as “a response that carries some risk of war can be plausible, even
reasonable at the time when a final, ultimate decision to have a general war would be
implausible or unreasonable.”*

A further option is to exercise limited but severe retaliatory options to enhance
credibility.” The basis of this approach is to achieve deterrence by threatening

unacceptable costs, even though limited in comparison to massive retaliation. Credibility

is achieved by threatening or exercising a limited option, which demonstrates that the

Power and Interests: An Empirical Test of a Crisis Bargaining Model,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 38,
no. 2 (June 1994).

2! Morrow, “The Strategic Setting,” 88.
22 Morrow, “The Strategic Setting,” 90.

2 Thomas C. Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960).

2 Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 89.

% Powell, Nuclear Deterrence Theory. See in particular Chapter Two “The Nuclear Revolution and the
Problem of Credibility,” 6-32.
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defending state is willing to take further action.?® The key here, however, is that the
limited option be enough to demonstrate resolve, but still leave the adversary with
enough that it will not retaliate in order to preserve what is left.”” This option is posited
as effective under conditions of uncertainty, where a challenging state may not know the

-

intent or level of resolve in its adversary.28

3. Criticisms of Rational Deterrence Theory

While rational deterrence theory delineates the logic of nuclear deterrence, the
assumptions underpinning the perspective are subject to various criticisms on empirical
grounds. Broadly, critical approaches focus on the real world application of rational
deterrence theory, and the validity of the assumption that states behave as rational,
unitary actors.

The initial criticism of rational deterrence theory sought to make the model’s
abstract concepts more historically grounded, such that the theory could actually inform
policy making. This important contribution suggested that rational deterrence theory fit
the best at the strategic level of conflict.”’ However, at lower levels of conflict, such as

limited war and crisis and preventive diplomacy, complexity and context limit the

% powell, Nuclear Deterrence Theory, 17.

7 powell, Nuclear Deterrence Theory, 17.

% Uncertainty for Powell is incomplete information as to the type of state; that is whether they are resolute
or irresolute, in the deterrence relationship. Uncertainty does not refer to a lack of knowledge about
whether another state has actually achieved a nuclear capability.

% Alexander L. George and Richard M. Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy: Theory and
Practice (New York: Columbia University Press, 1974).
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applicability of rational deterrence assumptions.®® Under these conditions, deterrence
operates with more actors, variables, and changing environments. This complexity and
context-dependence is not encompassed in modeling the strategic interaction of two
players, with clear objectives that remain static.’’ With the proliferation of factors at
lower levels of conflict, deterrence is “dependent not upon comparatively few technical
variables, known with high confidence on both sides, but upon a multitude of
variables.. .that fluctuate over time and are highly dependent on the context of the
situation.”* For this reason, rational deterrence theory, and its primary focus on strategic
interaction, is of limited utility when applied to conflicts that are at the sub-strategic
level.

Other research suggests that states do not actually behave as either assumed or
predicted by rational deterrence models. These works challenge rational deterrence
theory’s assumptions that there is a “rational decision maker, perfect information, and a
politically neutral environment.”* One line of criticism focuses on the assumption that
states behave as rational actors. This research generally tends to focus on cognitive
impediments to rational calculations at the group or individual level. Various authors
argue that case studies of deterrence failures suggest that the presumed rational

calculations did not take place for a variety of reasons, including imperfect information,

3% George and Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy, 49-55.

3! George and Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy, 54.

32 George and Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy, 54.

33 Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory: I Think, Therefore I Deter,”
World Politics 41, no. 2 (January 1989), 224.
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misperception, and psychological biases.”* Even the incorporation of incomplete
information into rational deterrence models is insufficient because “[s]tudies of
deterrence and intelligence failures find that error rarely results from inadequate
information but is almost always due to theory and stress driven interpretations of
evidence.”* Thus, from this perspective, it is not the lack of information, but
miscalculation or misperception of available information that leads to deterrence failures.

Another source of criticism accepts that states are rational actors, but contends
that they still behave differently than predicted by rational deterrence theory. State
decision-making is influenced by other factors such as domestic political considerations
and norms. For example, Lebow and Stein have found that in some circumstances,
leaders are pressured by domestic politics to engage in a war that they risk losing.*® This
then causes leaders to initiate a conflict that they rationally calculate they will lose,
because they perceive the domestic consequences of not responding as more costly than
losing a war.”” Similarly, T.V. Paul contends that deterrence theory must also take into
account, “along with psychological and domestic variables, normative factors [that] have

a place in outcomes of deterrence as well as war initiations.””® From Paul’s perspective,

* See, e.g., Robert Jervis, “Deterrence Theory Revisited,” World Politics 31, no. 2 (January 1979); Irving
Janis and L. Mann, Decision-Making: A Psychological Analysis (New York: Free Press, 1977).

3% Lebow and Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 217. They specifically address Robert Powell’s work
on incorporating uncertainty into rational deterrence theory.

36 ¥ ebow and Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 211.

371 ebow and Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 211,

3 T V. Paul, “Nuclear Taboo and War Initiation in Regional Conflicts,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 39,
no. 4 (December 1995), 711.




20
the nuclear taboo restrains states’ political will, which in turn diminishes the defending
state’s ability to deter a non-nuclear challenger because the threats are not credible.

In short, according to these perspectives, rational deterrence theory fails to
accurately predict deterrence outcomes because it does not adequately account for other
variables that matter. Explaining deterrence failures or success therefore must not only
account for the strategic interactions affecting rational calculations, but also the domestic
political calculations and norms that influence state leaders.

There are substantial differences between the supporters of rational deterrence
theory and its critics in assessing the theory’s ability to explain and predict state behavior.
Nonetheless, both sets of research agendas share a common, fundamental assumption that
states seeking to deter challengers will openly acknowledge and demonstrate their
nuclear capabilities and issue threats. For example, rational deterrence theory expects
that states seeking to deter others will communicate its capabilities and intentions as
“deterrence works only if the deterrent capability is known and feared by one’s
adversaries.”” Therefore, “[i]n the end, A must communicate to B both its capabilities
and its intentions.”*

Similarly, critics of rational deterrence theory also assume the same conditions of
openness when assessing deterrence outcomes. This means circumstances under which

“the deterrer carefully defined the unacceptable behavior, threatened retaliation, had the

capability to implement the threat, demonstrated resolve, but the challenger still

3% Avner Cohen, Israel and the Bomb (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 238.

“ Morgan, Deterrence: A Conceptual Analysis, 87.
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proceeded to use force.”*! Indeed, for Lebow and Stein, this “highly restrictive definition
of failure” was deliberately chosen for methodological purposes in order to test for the
failures of rational deterrence theory by “exclud[ing] cases where challengers resorted to
force but defenders did not attempt to deter or did so ineptly.”** In short, both rational
deterrence theory and its critics incorporate the assumption that states seeking to deter
challengers communicate their capabilities and intentions.” As discussed below, this

shared expectation is problematic when applied to second-generation nuclear states.

4. Second-Generation Nuclear States and Deterrence

As more states began developing nuclear arsenals, researchers began studying the
proliferation patterns of second-generation nuclear states. This work has found that
second-generation nuclear states do not follow the same path of force and threat visibility
as the first five nuclear states. Instead of adopting a highly visible nuclear status—
militarily, politically, and technologically~—more recent proliferators have chosen a more
“complex model” that entails denying or shielding their nuclear capabilities and

. . 44
intentions.

' Lebow and Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 220.
#2 1 ebow and Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory,” 220,

“ While critics adopt these assumptions for methodological reasons in order to directly address the
foundations of rational deterrence theory, the outcome is essentially the same where the research is focused
on states seeking to communicate their capabilities and intentions,

*“ Avner Cohen and Benjamin Frankel, “Opaque Nuclear Proliferation,” in Opaque Nuclear Proliferation:
Methodological and Policy Implications, Benjamin Frankel, ed. (Portland: Frank Cass & Co, 1991),14.
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This empirical difference between the proliferation patterns of first- and second-
generation nuclear states casts doubt on the applicability of the rational deterrence model.
Rational deterrence theory’s assumptions reflect the open or visible behavior of first
generation nuclear states.*” Lessons learned from the Cold War were primarily based on
the experiences of the U.S. and USSR, where both great powers had visible nuclear
postures.*® For this reason, deterrence has largely been “predicated on nuclear weapons
being readily observable. Visibility was deemed essential for the purpose of effective
deterrence. The adversary had to be able to ‘see’ one’s nuclear devices and assess their
capability and survivability in order to take them into account in his {sic} deterrence
calculations.”’

However, the assumption that nuclear-armed states will communicate in some
fashion their nuclear weapons capability and conditions under which the state would
retaliate does not apply to second-generation nuclear states. States employing opaque
postures generally do not follow this model of deterrence in two important ways.

First, second-generation nuclear states often do not publicly confirm the
possession of nuclear weapons. How does a state deter without acknowledging that it has

the retaliatory ability to do so? As to deterrence theory, “[t]here is little in the literature to

tell us how a country should plan to use its nuclear weapons to deter its adversaries while

* Benjamin Frankel, "An Anxious Decade: Nuclear Proliferation in the 1990s," in Opaque Nuclear
Proliferation: Methodological and Policy Implications, Benjamin Frankel, ed. (Portland: Frank Cass & Co,
1991), 8.

* Cohen and Frankel, “Opaque Nuclear Proliferation,” 14.

“7 Cohen and Frankel, “Opaque Nuclear Proliferation,” 17.



23
denying the possession of these weapons. Even if one party has an inkling that the other
party is in possession of nuclear weapons, the act of denial or their possession creates a
situation different from the deterrence conditions prevailing between the superpowers.”*®
Moreover, “[d]eterrence theory has been predicated on the rational calculation of risks
and benefits by both sides in a crisis. Opaque proliferation makes it very difficult—if not
impossible-—to know what one is faced with as far as the other side’s nuclear capabilities
are concerned. Rational decisions, difficult to make under any circumstances, are even
more so under opacity.”*

Second, for deterrence to work, it is important to communicate to the challenging
state the clearly defined unacceptable action and how the defending state will respond.™
As opaque nuclear states do not acknowledge their capability, they have also refrained
from issuing explicit threats or promulgating nuclear doctrines that indicate the
circumstances in which they will respond with nuclear retaliation. Some believe that
deterrence is more likely to fail between second-generation nuclear states because their

capability and intentions are not clearly communicated, leaving an adversary to guess at

the conditions under which retaliation may occur.”® Moreover, since the deterrent is not

* Cohen and Frankel, “Opaque Nuclear Proliferation,” 32. They also suggest that there are a variety of
factors that could make deterrence more unstable than between the super powers.

* Cohen and Frankel, “Opaque Nuclear Proliferation,” 33.
%% Stein, "Deterrence and Reassurance," 10.

> See, e.g., Shai Feldman, Isracli Nuclear Deterrence: A Strategy for the 1980s (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1982).
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acknowledged, some scholars argue that nuclear ambiguity creates a severe credibility
problem regarding whether the opaque state is both able and willing to retaliate.”

Even work that addresses the factors affecting credible threats and incorporates
uncertainty into the rational deterrence model is of limited utility when applied to second-
generation nuclear states. As an initial matter, nuclear deterrence theory largely
presumes that states will act to communicate their nuclear capabilities. As such, the
focus is almost entirely on how to issue credible threats. The empirical differences
between the two different patterns of nuclear development also have significant
implications for understanding the role of credible threats. Because second-generation
nuclear states largely refrain from directly issuing nuclear threats, of the deterrence

literature is largely irrelevant to understanding the behavior of these states.

B. Conceptualizing The Dependent Variable, Nuclear Opacity

What then, distinguishes opaque from open or visible nuclear postures? Second-
generation nuclear states that employ an opaque nuclear stance are labeled by a variety of
terms such as: opaque, undeclared, de facto, ambiguous, covert, latent, classified, and
threshold states. In contrast, the first five nuclear states are referred to as declared, overt,
visible, and open. Regardless of the terminology, there are several features of opacity
that make it qualitatively different from that of the open or visible posture of the five

declared nuclear states.

52 Jonathan Shimshoni, Israel and Conventional Deterrence: Border Warfare from 1953-1970 (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1988), 31.
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At the most extreme, an opaque state does not test its nuclear capability, denies
possession of nuclear weapons, does not organize the deployment of weapons, issues no
direct nuclear threats, promulgates no military doctrine and insulate its nuclear program
from public purview and other branches of the government.53 Moreover, there is little or
no debate within the government or society at large regarding these elements of the
nuclear programs.®® In short, “opaque proliferants follow a policy of calculated nuclear
ambiguity, mixing a public posture of restraint with the covert development of nuclear
weapons.”>

In contrast to this characterization of opacity, declared nuclear states are more
transparent with their nuclear capabilities and intentions. All five declared nuclear states
have exploded nuclear devices, incorporated nuclear forces into their military structures,
publicly held discussions and debates regarding appropriate nuclear strategies, and have
issued nuclear threats in support of their political obj ectives.”

While this characterization of opaque and visible ends of the spectrum represent
‘ideal type’ nuclear states, it is useful to think of states as falling somewhere on a
continuum of relative openness on one end to primarily an opaque stance on the other.
Israel most closely falls on the opaque end of the spectrum, where it has developed a

sophisticated nuclear force but has not acknowledged testing and has not declared itself a

> Cohen and Frankel, "Opaque Nuclear Proliferation," 21-22,
** Cohen and Frankel, "Opaque Nuclear Proliferation," 21-22.
5 Devin T. Hagerty, "The Power of Suggestion: Opaque Proliferation, Existential Deterrence, and the

South Asian Nuclear Arms Competition," in The Proliferation Puzzle: Why Nuclear Weapons Spread and
What Results, Zackary S. Davis and Benjamin Frankel, eds. (Portland: Frank Cass & Co., 1993), 257.

56 Frankel, "An Anxious Decade,” 8.
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nuclear weapons state. In contrast, the United States is the most visible with a history of
testing, publicly declaring its nuclear posture, and generally open democratic decision-
making. Pakistan falls more towards the middle of the spectrum. Pakistan exploded a
nuclear device in 1998, making its capability more visible than Israel’s. Yet, Pakistan is
more opaque compared to the first-generation nuclear states because it has not declared
its nuclear intentions and the extent of its known weapons capability remains uncertain.
India is the most visible of the second-generation nuclear states, having conducted
nuclear test in 1974, and follow-up tests in 1998. Further, India has begun to draft a
nuclear doctrine, although there has been relatively little public government discussion
regarding its capabilities and intentions.”’ Still, from 1974 to 1998, India practiced a
policy of ambiguity regarding its intentions and capabilities and has done little to clarify
its posture since the 1998 tests.

That said, opacity is not directly equivalent to a léck of knowledge. Even in the
quintessential case of opacity, Israel, other actors have access to some information. Such
information is often in the form of obliquely worded statements by leaders, leaks within
the program, intelligence by other states, and speculation by experts. Given the
economic, scientific and technical knowledge required to acquire a nuclear capability, it
is very difficult to hide the acquisition of nuclear weapons from the international
community. Opacity, then, suggests the refusal to acknowledge openly or define the

parameters of a suspected nuclear program. Additionally, obliquely worded statements

57 Embassy of India, “Draft Report of National Security Advisory Board on Indian Nuclear Doctrine”;
available from http:://www.indianembassy.org/policy/CTBT/nuclear_doctrine_aug 17 _1999.htmi;
Internet; accessed March 2004,
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may suggest a nuclear weapons capability, without actually admitting it. In this context,
the ambiguous stance intentionally creates some measure of uncertainty. Thus, opacity is
not a complete lack of knowledge, but general uncertainty regarding the extent, nature
and intentions behind a nuclear weapons program. Of course, on the visible side of the
spectrum, there is no such thing as complete transparency either. For example, the
United States still maintains secrecy regarding operational and technical details that

would, if known, put its second-strike capability at risk.

C. Existing Approaches to Explaining Opacity

In addition to the scholarship that seeks to clarify the conceptual differences
between visible and opaque nuclear postures, there are historical and regional case
studies of nuclear development in Israel, India and Pakistan that suggest reasons for
opacity. For example, in explaining Israel’s nuclear opacity, Avner Cohen argues that
Israel’s posture is largely the result of a strategic culture of secrecy that formed early to
protect the program, as well as a general ambivalence about relying on nuclear deterrence
for Isracli security.® Cohen, who has done extensive archival research and interviews
with Israeli officials, acknowledges that other factors such as international constraints and
domestic politics also matter. He does not, however, assess the relative explanatory

power of these factors, a task that requires a comparative framework.

*® Avner Cohen, "Nuclear Arms in Crisis Under Secrecy: Israel and the Lessons of the 1967 and 1973
Wars," in Planning the Unthinkable: How New Powers Will Use Nuclear, Biologica] and Chemical
Weapons, Peter R. Lavoy, Scott D. Sagan, and James J. Wirtz, eds. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2000).
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Others have argued that Israel’s nuclear policy is the result of domestic-level
factors, primarily the parochial interests of leaders who benefit from opacity.5 ? From this
perspective, Israeli leaders disagreed at the outset over the wisdom of pursuing a nuclear
weapons program that could jeopardize Israel’s relationship with the United States, which
would in turn affect Israel’s economy. Opacity thus was a compromise between those
who supported a nuclear program and those who did not.*® This analysis 1s compelling to
the extent that it details the contending domestic interests and the process of forging
compromise between them, which arguably resulted in a policy of opacity. Still, this
argument does not adequately account for the role of external pressures in shaping
domestic preferences for opacity once the decision was made to acquire a nuclear
capability. That is, in the absence of U.S. pressure, it is unlikely that Israel would have
initially adopted an opaque posture. Additionally, the precise argument that developing a
nuclear program might jeopardize relations with the U.S. and thus affect the economic
interests of various domestic actors was not advanced in the cases of India and Pakistan.®’
Thus, a cross-case comparison of the explanatory validity of this perspective is useful for

determining the range of its applicability.

% Etel Solingen, "The Domestic Sources of Regional Regimes: The Evolution of Nuclear Ambiguity in the
Middle East," International Studies Quarterly 38, no. 2 (June 1994), 318.

% Solingen, “The Domestic Sources of Regional Regimes,” 320.

%' Solingen does incorporate analysis of India and Pakistan into her argument that ruling coalitions that
pursue economic liberalization policies are more likely to practice “nuclear restraint” in the form of joining
regimes or denuclearizing. See Etel Solingen, “The Political Economy of Nuclear Restraint,” International
Security 19, no. 2 (Fall 1994). In her book length project explaining when states nuclearize or not,
Solingen analyzes additional cases in East Asia and the Middle East. However, this analysis does not
include India or Pakistan. See Etel Solingen, Nuclear [ogics: Contrasting Paths in East Asia and the
Middle East (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).
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There is also voluminous literature reviewing the history of India and Pakistan’s
nuclear programs. Much of this work focuses on the motivations behind the acquisition
of their nuclear weapons, while largely ignoring the issue of opacity. The research
seeking to explain the 1998 nuclear tests generally comes the closest to addressing the
questions of opacity. To explain the 1998 nuclear tests, scholars have focused on
domestic politics, a changing security environment, and general development of a nuclear
capability to explain the timing of these tests.®” While the decisions to proceed with the
tests are certainly central to understanding opacity because it is a break from the previous
policy, it is by no means the only relevant event. Rather, the history of the programs and
the times at which India and Pakistan seriously considered reducing opacity, but did not,
are also important for understanding the factors at play in constraining their decisions to

publicly demonstrate their nuclear capabilities and bolster deterrence.

I1. Possible Explanations

Extant explanations of nuclear opacity fall into two general categories:
international constraints and domestic level factors. 1 first discuss international

constraints, followed by a discussion of domestic sources of opacity.

A. International Constraints
International constraints suggest that other states and the international community
play a significant role in determining whether or not a state will declare its nuclear

capability and intentions. There are several sources of external pressure on the

62 For a good overview of these arguments, see D. R. SarDesai and Raju G. C. Thomas, eds., Nuclear India
in the Twenty-First Century (New York: Palgrave, 2002).
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proliferating state that may lead it to choose opacity: existing rivalries with regional
states; pressure from the undeclared state’s patron supporter; and pressure from the
international non-proliferation community as a whole. These external factors are

discussed below.

1. Regional Security Environment

The nature of the adversarial relationship between the undeclared nuclear state
and its rival(s) influences whether or not the undeclared state moves from an opaque
posture to an overt one. Mainly, where regional states seek to contain mutual hostility
from spiraling into an armed conflict—while at the same time maintaining a deterrent—it
is often in the interests of both the rival and undeclared state to maintain opacity.
Conversely, it is expected that under conditions of extreme insecurity, a state will

demonstrate its nuclear capability.

a) The Deterrence and Spiral Model

As outlined by Robert Jervis, states engaged in competitive dynamics have two
idealized ways to respond to their adversary to avoid conflict: use “sticks” to deter, or
“carrots” to reassure and avoid an unintended spiral. These are different prescriptions
offered by the deterrence and spiral model about how to provide for state security based

on areading of an adversary’s intentions. A state’s military choices may have the
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unintended consequence of either signaling a lack of resolve that invites aggression, or an
overly threatening posture may lead to an unintended spiral of conflict.*

The deterrence model posits that “power must be met by power.”® When faced
with an aggressive adversary, it is advisable that the defending state signal its capability
and willingness to respond with threats and force.®> This is because “moderation and
conciliation are apt to be taken for weakness” and will invite aggression.’® As related to
nuclear opacity, the deterrence model implies that states should openly declare their
nuclear capability as soon as it is developed, in order to cast aside any doubts about the
defending state’s ability to retaliate.

In contrast, the spiral model “argues that it is often not in the state’s advantage to
seek a wide margin of superiority over its adversary” and that “coercion is not likely to
produce the desired results.”®’ Rather, “threats and negative sanctions, far from leading
to the beneficial results predicted by deterrence theory, are often self-defeating as a costly
and unstable cycle is set in motion.”®® From this perspective, conflict may arise where

both states are status quo security seekers, but misinterpret or rationally must respond to

63 63 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1976), 84.

8% Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 78.

8 Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 101.

% Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 59.

87 Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 80.

% Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 81.
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their adversary’s military activities.* While sharing a common interest in avoiding
conflict, states also must provide for their own security within an anarchical international
structure.”® As such, states tend to assume the worst from their adversaries, and respond
to buildups and military force preparations. This response may lead to “the classic spiral

971

of arms and hostility [being] set in motion.”"" Arms races are one obvious manifestation

of this spiral.”?

In short, security seeking states may face a security dilemma where “the means by
which a state tries to increase its security decrease[s] the security of others.””> The
intensity of the security dilemma can vary over time, based on two variables: whether
defensive weapons and policies can be distinguished from offensive ones, and whether
the defense or offense has the advantage.”* The security dilemma is most severe when

offense is dominant and cannot be distinguished from defense.” When defense is

dominant and distinguishable, the security dilemma can largely be ameliorated.”® For

% Security dilemma dynamics leading to a spiral may also be based on rational decisions, not simply a
misperception of another state’s status quo, security-seeking intentions that are perceived as aggressive.
See Charles L. Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” World Politics 50, no. 1 (October 1997), 171-
201.

7 Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 66.

™! Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 92.

7 Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 66.

7 Robert Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2 (January 1978), 169.
™ Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” 186-187.
7 Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” 211.

7 Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” 211.
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subscribers of the security dilemma, nuclear armed states with a secure second-strike
capability fit in the latter category and can enjoy a relatively higher level of security.

Yet the transition to MAD can itself be dangerous and may reduce state security.
Policies that cause spiraling risk state security if it reduces a state’s ability to perform
military missions and waste money.”’ Both of these considerations are highly relevant
for second-generation nuclear states.

The transition to a distinguishable, defense dominance position can be unstable
and create insecurity among adversaries as power fluctuates. Until both states in a rivalry
have achieved a secure, second-strike capability, the other side’s forces are a potential
offensive threat, especially where there are concerns about the survivability of one’s own
forces. This “action-reaction process shifts the offense-defense balance, the result is a

>’ This means the transition

change—a decrease or an increase—in military capabilities.
to MAD may be accompanied by shifts in power that can lead to first-move advantages

and windows of opportunity and vulnerability because of the impact of nuclear weapons
on the offense-defense balance.” This may lead to a spiral of conflict where each side is

competing in an arms race to gain an advantage or at least ensure it does not lag behind

the developments of its adversary. Further, prior to reaching MAD, or MAD based on

" Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” 175.
7 Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” 176.
” See Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict, for an analysis of how power

shift and first move advantages are more likely to lead to conflict; Charles L. Glaser, “When are Arms
Races Dangerous? Rational versus Suboptimal Arming,” International Security 28, no. 4 (Spring 2004), 75.
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unstable mutual deterrence,® competition can be cost intensive, and may require
diverting from conventional programs. However, if states can survive this transition,
then once they reach MAD, “the nuclear arms race should peter out once the [states]
deploy[] robust assured destruction capabilities, which could provide additional
security.”®!

Moreover, in addition to reducing its ability to perform military missions, the
spiral may change “the adversary’s beliefs about the state’s motives, convincing the
adversary that the state is inherently more dangerous than it had previously believed.”™
This fuels unnecessary competitive dynamics that waste state resources, “leaving it no
more secure but less prosperous.”® This concern is particularly relevant for the
developing states at issue here with finite resources.

On the other hand, “a state can sometimes use restraint in building military forces
to reduce the adversar}'/’s concerns about its” aggressive intentions.** That is, restraint is
used to reduce insecurity by signaling that the building state does not have aggressive

intentions. A state can communicate benign intention by exercising unilateral restraint

and maintaining its “military capability below what it would choose for adequate

%0 Tt is hypothesized that deterrence between regional adversaries may be less stable than that between the
U.S. and the Soviet Union because of ongoing hostilities, territorial claims, shorter retaliation times, and
lack of civilian oversight and developed systems to prevent accidents.

81 Glaser, “When are Arms Races Dangerous?” 75.

82 Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” 178.

8 Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” 183.

8 Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” 181.
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deterrence and defense were it not considering the effects of signaling.”® Of relevance
here, opacity provides states with the ability to signal restraint by not publicly exploiting
every nuclear advance a state makes, or by not directly linking nuclear weapons to
official state policy as related to an adversary’s military conduct. Nonetheless, signaling
restraint does run the risk that the adversary will interpret this conduct as demonstrating a

lack of resolve, which may in turn encourage an adversary to press for its claims.

b) Opacity for Deterrence and Reassurance

In reality, while the deterrence and spiral model suggest different prescriptions
depending on the motivations of an adversary, there is often uncertainty as to an
adversary’s motives. This means that “except in extreme cases of near certainty, the
theory calls for a mix of spiral and deterrence model policies.”®” This requires a status
quo state to bAalance its competitive options for military capabilities and to signal
deterrence, while at the same time seeking to signal benign motives.*®

For these reasons, in regions where local states seek to contain mutual hostility
from spiraling into an armed conflict, it is often in the interests of both the rival and
undeclared state to maintain opacity. Opacity is a policy that mixes the prescriptions of
the deterrence and spiral model by simultaneously developing a nuclear capability as a

hedge but at the same time, refraining from demonstrating this capability that would

8 Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” 181.
% Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” 181.
87 Glaser, “When are Arms Races Dangerous?” 57.

% Glaser, “When are Arms Races Dangerous?” 55.
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provoke the other side from responding in the same manner. In short, opacity is a chosen
strategy that seeks to combine reassurance and deterrence to simultaneously prevent
aggression while preventing a spiral into hostilities.

If a state clarifies its nuclear capabilities and intentions, it pressures the rival state
to respond to the nuclear developments of its adversary. Otherwise, in the transition to
MAD, a state may find itself subject to the offensive capabilities of its adversary without
comparable retaliation in turn. Further, if a state declares its nuclear capabilities, it
creates incentives for its adversary to seek to bolster its own deterrence credibility by
demonstrating resolve. These actions may in turn lead to an open arms race,
characterized by the rapid development and accumulation of weapons, which requires a
substantial investment of time and financial resources to compete. A competitive arms
race is often not in the interest of a developing state that is required to adopt foreign
policies that balance security goals and economic development.®® Since undertaking a
nuclear weapons program is an expensive and difficult processes, the rival state may
prefer to not have to expend resources on an open competition.

Instead, states may engage in tacit bargaining, where they seek to establish
common gain and have an affordable and manageable nuclear weapons program.”® By

remaining opaque, the undeclared nuclear state is able to signal some level of restraint

8 Michael D. McGinnis, “A Rational Model of Regional Rivalry,” International Studies Quarterly 34
(1990), 112.

% This also allows them some flexibility in posturing independent from the domestic political pressure.
See the related discussion on nuclear nationalism in the domestic politics section.
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and seek to ameliorate a spiral of conflict with its adversaries.”’ This serves the function
of minimizing public challenges and perhaps allows some level of backroom diplomacy
to maintain lower levels of antagonism.” Even if the undeclared state assumes that the
rival state will eventually develop a response, the undeclared states potentially can slow
down this process by not highlighting differences in development and refraining from
goading its adversary into responding to each development.

In addition to the undeclared state seeking to minimize the threat of its nuclear
developments, its adversary often also has an interest in maintaining this fiction. In this
sense, there is tacit cooperation between the undeclared and rival state, in which both
have incentives to not publicly address the nuclear status. For the adversary, it also faces
resource constraints and has an incentive to avoid a costly arms race, one that it may also
lose. This tacit cooperation between adversaries may be threatened by domestic political
pressures to respond to other’s gains, if publicly acknowledged. Opacity mitigates some
level of political pressure on rival states to match nuclear capabilities and put leaders in
untenable conflict situations.”

In short, given the security risks associated with a competitive arms race, and the

benefits of restraint, there are a number of incentives for both the undeclared state and its

9 Jervis, Perception and Misperception.

%2 Neil Joeck, “Maintaining Nuclear Stability in South Asia,” Adelphi Paper 312 (New York: Oxford
University Press for IISS, 1997) and Neil Joeck, "Tacit Bargaining and Stable Proliferation," in Opaque
Nuclear Proliferation: Methodological and Policy Implications, Benjamin Frankel, ed. (Portland: Frank
Cass & Co., 1991).

% Solingen, "The Domestic Sources of Regional Regimes," 324. How long this will remain the case is
open to question as some Middle Eastern states are now openly acknowledging Israel’s nuclear status.
Additionally, Israel’s nuclear capability has been referenced in justification for the development of
chemical and biological arsenals.
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rival to refrain from openly addressing the undeclared state’s nuclear status. Opacity is
thus a mechanism to decrease the potential for conflict and expense that an open arms
race creates. This theoretical basis suggests the following hypothesis:

H;: Nuclear opacity is a strategy employed by a nuclear state seeking to

deter its adversary, while simultaneously refraining from provoking an

openly competitive arms race or armed conflict.

If this hypothesis explains second-generation nuclear postures, then there should
be evidence of the opaque state seeking to use its nuclear program to obtain some benefit
of deterrence. This would likely entail signaling to an adversary that the opaque state has
the ability to quickly change its nuclear policy if the circumstances warrant it. However,
because deterrence actions have the potential to escalate conflict between adversaries,
efforts to bolster deterrence by an opaque state are likely subtle and heavily reliant on
uncertainty. This would be consistent with the countervailing goal of preventing a
competitive arms race.

Thus, leaders should also demonstrate conservative behavior that is sensitive to
the costs of the nuclear program and potential risks of reallocating resources from
conventional weapons systems and economic development. There should be an absence
of “crash” programs that significantly change the developmental pace between the
adversaries. Likely there would also be a lack of highly publicized development
breakthroughs and leaders refraining from issuing nuclear threats during times of
heightened crisis. At the same time, states that are seeking to avoid competition would

be unlikely to refer to more advanced nuclear developments of its adversary, lest it would

have to acknowledge its own deficiencies. Moreover, there should be evidence of
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some—although not necessarily extensive given the adversarial relationship—types of
cooperation that reduces competition incentives. Examples of such measures include
regional confidence-building or agreements to refrain from attacking each other’s nuclear
facilities.

On the other hand, an arms competition may become more attractive for a state
that enjoys a substantial power advantage, as it would be able to outstrip its adversary in
an arms race. Conversely, in a severe security environment a state may be compelled to
rely on its nuclear capabilities if it cannot rely solely on its conventional capability. In
either of these instances, at each end of the security continuum, it is more likely that a
state will forego a policy of opacity and choose to clarify its nuclear capabilities and
intentions.

Hypothesis 1 would be disconfirmed if there is little evidence of restraint among
the state. The lack of restraint would suggest other factors are stronger incentives for
maintaining opacity, as there would be no logical reason to be engaged in competitive
nuclear policies without garnering the deterrence benefits of an overtly recognized
capability. Further, if the undeclared state believed that it was inevitable that the rival
state would acquire nuclear weapons, or an overt nuclear posture, then there is little
incentive for it to remain opaque. Opacity in this instance would more likely be
explained by other factors than the prospect of the rival state also refraining from a

‘visible stance.
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2. Patron State Incentives

Patron states that seek to promote non-proliferation, or opacity as an alternative,
are also a source of constraint on the undeclared state. Within this framework, regional
powers have an incentive to acquire arms and military and economic aid from global
powers in order to increase their own security.”® More powerful, global states may have
an interest in providing economic and military assistance to these weaker states to
promote their own interests. Weaker states may also be motivated to cooperate with a
more powerful state—even if it is not yet formally receiving aid—where there is the
future prospect of cooperation.”

Nonetheless, even though states may find a common interest in cooperating,
competitive interests exist as well. As such, the supplier state will seek to influence the
decisions of the recipient state by providing military and economic aid. In return for this
assistance, the recipient state is obligated to “abstain from a political course which might
put in jeopardy the continuation of military aid.”*® Thus, while “[r]egional powers use
military expenditures, arms imports, and alignment concessions to improve their security,

[doing so] results in economic, dependence, and alignment costs.”’ Here, the costs are

refraining from relying on an overt nuclear posture.

** McGinnis, “A Rational Model of Regional Rivalry,” 112.
%5 See Solingen, Nuclear Logics.

% Hans Morgenthau, “A Political Theory of Foreign Aid,” The American Political Science Review 56, no.
2 (June 1962), 303.

*7 McGinnis, “A Rational Model of Regional Rivalry,” 125.
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The provision of military and economic assistance by a patron state to a client
state is expected to give the supplier state leverage over the recipient state.”® The extent
of the patron state leverage is determined by several factors, including: (1) the value of
the aid; (2) how readily available it is from other sources; (3) how dependent the client
state is on the patron state; and (4) a relatively low degree of motivation regarding
concessions from the client state.”” Because substantial influence requires the existence
of all of these factors, it is predicted that foreign aid often plays little role in the client
state’s foreign policy stance. Client states that are able to easily gain economic and
military assistance from other patrons, which reduces their dependency'® on the existing
patron state, and have strong reasons to not concede on an issue, are the least likely to
predicate their behavior on the receipt of aid. The exception to this is when “the
recipients are so vulnerable and dependent that they are forced to follow the patron’s
wishes even when those wishes conflict with their own.”'!
Further, regional states are not without influence on their more powerful patrons.

Rather, the relationship is often characterized by mutual influence.'® Bargaining power

between the supplier state and its recipient is determined by the relative value of the

% Stephen Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 41. Walt uses
alignment and alliance interchangeably to discuss both formal and informal cooperation. /bid., 12.

# Walt, Origins of Alliances, 43-44.

1% Dependency is a function of the degree of threat facing the state combined with degree of assistance the
supplier state can provide and the availability of alternative means to meet the threat. Glenn Snyder,
Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 31.

1 Walt, Origins of Alliances, 45.

192 McGinnis, “A Rational Model of Regional Rivalry,” 114.
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relationship and the comparative availability and attractiveness of other alternatives.'®
Additionally, the patron state may not be able to cut off aid to a client state if the patron
state’s domestic political processes make the threat incredible.'® Patron states may also
be unwilling to cut off or reduce assistance if it would endanger the client state."®> These
constraints have the effect of further reducing the supplier state’s leverage over the
recipient state.

Regarding nuclear opacity, the great powers have sought to prevent the spread of
nuclear proliferation among regional states. During the Cold War, the superpowers
agreed that the spread of nuclear weapons was not in their interests and have employed a
variety of mechanisms to slow horizontal proliferation. One tool is the bilateral
relationship between the superpowers and its client states.

However, the extent to which non-proliferation policies have been pursued,
particularly between the patron and client state, has varied over time and such policies
have generally been ineffective in stopping the proliferation of second-generation nuclear
states. Given the difficulties in stopping determined proliferators short of military attack,
the United States in particular has sought to minimize the impact of proliferation by

providing incentives for continued opacity. Yet, in essence, “the only thing that the

United States had been able to do was to delay and delegitimize proliferators’ nuclear

'% Snyder, Alliance Politics, 75.

19 Walt, Origins of Alliances, 44.

195 Robert O. Keohane, “The Big Influence of Small Allies,” Foreign Policy no. 2 (Spring 1971).
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efforts, and prevent both open nuclear threats and ‘red lines’ as publicly defined
deterrents, fearing situations that might be uncontrollable.”!%

Further, while the US may be able to ignore dealing with proliferation
developments given the general secrecy surrounding the programs, it would not be able to
look the other way in the face of an open nuclear disclosure. The United States, or other
patron states, would be forced to make difficult decisions whether to cut off assistance to
second-generation nuclear states or risk publicly undermining the credibility of its non-
proliferation efforts. The undeclared state, since it risks losing bilateral financial and
conventional military aid from its patron if it openly defies nonproliferation efforts has
incentives to remain opaque unless it is forced by security considerations to reveal its
nuclear capabilities.

Nonetheless, there are limits to the extent to which external pressures can prevent
states from openly disclosing in severe security environments. In the absence, however,
of exacerbating security factors, patron states can provide incentives in the form of
threats and inducements to keep nuclear proliferation opaque. In this way, both the
undeclared state and patron state share an interest in an opaque nuclear posture and both
are complicit in maintaining this position.

This suggests the following hypothesis:

H,: Nuclear opacity is the result of patron state threats and inducements.

If this hypothesis is true, we should observe the patron state either explicitly or

implicitly link the provision of assistance to the nuclear posture chosen by the recipient

19 Shlomo Aronson, The Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East: Opacity, Theory

and Reality, 1960-1991 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 262.
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state. Further, the more the client state is dependent on the aid, as well as the higher
priority that the supplier state puts on opacity, the more likely it is that a state will choose
an ambiguous posture. At the same time, the recipient state should have some leverage
with its patron if it is valuable to the relationship, and even more so if the supplier state
will continue to support its client regardless of its nuclear stance. It is also important to
note that if opacity is both in the patron and the client’s state interest, notwithstanding the
dynamics of the supplier relationship, the logic here does not apply.

Of course, the reverse of this logic would disconfirm this hypothesis. First, if
there is no link made between economic and military aid to the client state in return for
nuclear restraint, then it suggests that the patron state would supply the same regardless
of the undeclared state’s actions. Second, if the amount of aid is minimal, nonexistent, or
if it does not really affect the client state’s calculations for other reasons, this suggests
that aid and other forms of threats and inducements are not linked to the client states’
behavior. Third, if the patron state publicly refers to the client state’s nuclear capability,
then it is not perpetuating or supporting the undeclared states opaque stance. Finally, if
the patron states make only symbolic or minimal responses to more visible postures, then

there is little credibility in threatening to withhold aid.

3. International Non-Proliferation Regime

The final source of international constraints is that of the international non-
proliferation regime. International opinion serves as a source of external pressure on an
undeclared state by making the acquisition of nuclear weapons unacceptable according to

international standards of conduct. While second-generation proliferators have remained
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determined to acquire a nuclear capability despite the costs of doing so based on the non-
proliferation regime, they have sought to do so in such a way as to not provoke an
international response.

Therefore, some scholars contend that nuclear opacity is in response to an
international presumption of nuclear non-proliferation.'”” From this perspective, states
that seek to develop a nuclear weapons capability do so against the prevailing sentiment
that prohibits proliferation. Essentially, from this perspective, “opaque nuclear
proliferation has become the strategy of choice for acquiring nuclear weapons at a time
when the desire to possess such weapons is viewed as illegitimate.”'®® As such, second-
generation nuclear states seek to avoid the costs of going against the norm of nuclear
non-proliferation.

Generally, many states in the international system have a shared interest in
preventing the spread of nuclear weapons. These states have joined together and
cooperated in forming formal institutions and organizations designed to prevent both
horizontal and vertical proliferation. These institutional frameworks include the Nuclear
Nonproliferation Treaty (“NPT”), the International Atomic Energy Agency (“IAEA”),
and the smaller Nuclear Suppliers Group. Additionally, there are a host of regional
organizations and confidence-building procedures designed to obviate the need for
nuclear weapons. Together, these international and regional efforts have created a

presumption against the spread of nuclear weapons, such that states wishing to swim

17 See, e.g., Frankel, “An Anxious Decade.”

1% Cohen and Frankel, "Opaque Nuclear Proliferation," 23.
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against the tide of international opinion must do so against a strong current. Political
obstacles, which did not exist for the first five nuclear states, are now in the path of states
wishing to openly acquire nuclear weapons. In short, some scholars argue that,

It is the effectiveness of the non-proliferation regime’s efforts to

delegitimate the open acquisition of nuclear weapons that has stimulated

many of the fundamental changes between patterns of the first and second

generation of proliferation. It is the establishment of the pattern of non-

proliferation as an international norm that has prompted opaque

proliferation. The non-proliferation regime has thus sired an invisible,

underground proliferation.'®

The United States has taken the lead in creating and enforcing this international
cooperation against horizontal proliferation. As such, it plays an important role in
sustaining the norms, regimes, and institutions related to non-proliferation.''® At the
same time, the international community further perpetuates opacity by not
acknowledging the de facto nuclear capabilities of undeclared states. For example, the
existing members of the NPT refuse to allow Israel, India and Pakistan to join as nuclear
states. Instead, the P-5 continues to call for these states to join the NPT as non-nuclear
states and to abide by its provisions as such. Moreover, when states act outside of the
accepted frameworks, they are condemned by other states for their actions. Overall, this
institutional framework makes it more difficult and costly for states to develop nuclear
arsenals, even without the cooperation of non-member states.

Significantly, Israel, India, and Pakistan are not members of these institutional

frameworks. Yet, regime restraints come from more than membership in these

1 Cohen and Frankel, "Opaque Nuclear Proliferation," 17.

19 Randy J. Rydell, “Opaque Proliferation and the Public Agenda,” in Opaque Nuclear Proliferation:
Methodological and Policy Implications, Benjamin Frankel, ed. (Portland: Frank Cass & Co, 1991), 127.
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organizations. Regime theory suggests that other aspects of these regimes constrain the
nuclear activities of these proliferators. The nuclear non-proliferation regime is not
confined to just the formal institutions designed to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons.
Rather, the international non-proliferation regime consists of “principles, norms, rules
and decision-making procedures around which actor expectations converge in a given
issue-area.”'!! These principles and norms combine to create a “system of injunctions
about international behavior.”''? The result, from this perspective, is the creation of an
international norm that horizontal proliferation is an illegitimate activity such that states
cannot publicly declare their interest in acquiring nuclear weapons.'" Additionally, this
regime attaches significant importance to “open detonations” based on the behavior of
first-generation nuclear states. As such, this type of openness has served as a baseline
against which forbidden nuclear behavior is evaluated. In short, from this perspective,
the development of the non-proliferation norm thus explains the difference in the pattern
between first and second-generation nuclear proliferators. The fundamental change in the
pattern between these states was caused by the development of the institutional
frameworks and the regime.

Thus, for the opaque nuclear state, the costs and benefits of openly declaring its

nuclear capabilities and intentions are outweighed by the incentives to remain ambiguous

"' Stephen D. Krasner, “Structural Causes and Regime Consequences: Regimes as Intervening Variables,”
in Stephen D. Krasner, ed. International Regimes (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 1. In this
regime, the United States has been the unquestioned leader in establishing the institutional and
organizational mechanisms to prevent the spread of horizontal proliferation.

"2 Cohen and Frankel, “Opaque Nuclear Proliferation,” 16.

'3 Cohen and Frankel, “Opaque Nuclear Proliferation,” 16.
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in the face of external constraints. The implication is that opaque nuclear states will
remain so as long as there is international pressure to do so and the benefits of open
deterrence do not exceed the international costs. If the opaque state faces an increasingly
hostile security environment with its rival, then the benefits of open deterrence at some
point will outweigh the costs of declaring its nuclear status. The veil of opacity may also
be pierced if the costs of external pressure decrease or if other states begin to openly
acknowledge the nuclear status of the opaque state.

This theoretical approach suggests the following hypothesis:

Hj: Nuclear opacity is the result of undeclared states fearing the costs of

the international community’s response to open nuclear policies given

international norms against proliferation.

Based on this perspective, second-generation states should reflect, at a minimum,
concern that they will be internationally isolated if they undertake open proliferation.
Proliferators should calculate the response of the United States and others supporting the
non-proliferation regime. Under a robust regime, proliferators would expect costs
imposed from other states if they openly demonstrated their nuclear capabilities in
violation of the international norm.'

Even stronger support of the role of the international regime is if there is evidence
that second-generation states have internalized the norms against non-proliferation such

that they genuinely embrace its concepts by seeking to slow or stop the spread of nuclear

weapons, or at least condemn those that would publicly demonstrate their capabilities.

1 Roger K. Smith, “Opaque Proliferation and the Fate of the Non-Proliferation Regime,” in Opaque
Nuclear Proliferation: Methodological and Policy Implications, Benjamin Frankel, ed. (Portland: Frank
Cass & Co, 1991), 96.
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Strong evidence of having internalized the norms would consist of states not even
considering testing even though they have developed the capability.
Conversely, this hypothesis would be disconfirmed if there was little or no
international response to previous moves to disclose nuclear proliferation efforts. It
would be further disconfirmed if there was little evidence that that undeclared state

considered international responses in its calculation of its nuclear policy.

B. Domestic Sources of Opacity

There are two domestic sources of opacity. The first explanation suggests that
leaders of particular political parties or interest groups have conflicting preferences as to
whether the state should develop nuclear weapons, and if it does so, whether the
capability should be open or not. Opacity, from this perspective, is the result of a
compromise solution between divergent interests as to the state’s nuclear status. The
second domestic source of opacity focuses on the domestic normative and cultural
prohibitions against relying on an overt nuclear posture for security. These explanations

are discussed below.

1. Opacity Based on Domestic Interests

Some domestic political actors have interests that would be adversely affected by
a visible nuclear weapons capability and resist efforts towards openness. There are also a
variety of interests that support an open posture. Opposition to, as well as support of, an

open nuclear capability is generally formed along a spectrum of interests.
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Initially, it is useful to distinguish between actors who oppose the development of
nuclear weapons in general, and those that oppose making such information public once
the decision is made to pursue the program. On the one hand, some actors prefer not to
develop nuclear weapons, and further oppose an open posture for reasons that it is too
costly or believe that such openness will not contribute to state security. Others may
oppose developing a nuclear weapons capability, but once the decision has been made to
invest the resources, believe that a more open posture is the best course of action.
Finally, there are those that both support developing a nuclear option and prefer that the
state’s nuclear capability be openly acknowledged fof the purposes of enhancing state
security. In short, just because an actor did or did not oppose the decision to develop a
nuclear capability does not necessarily mandate that they promote opacity as well. A
summary of these positions on a continuum is as follows:

Oppose nuc. option Oppose nuc. option Support nuc. option Support nuc. option
Oppose openness Support openness Oppose openness Support openness

Domestic constituencies may oppose an overt nuclear posture for a variety of
reasons. Some resist openness on the basis of cost and reallocation of resources from
other programs, such as scientists who are opposed to nuclear weapons programs that
take funding from their research, and industrial and commercial actors that are sensitive
to the threat of bilateral and multilateral sanctions imposed by outside sources in the

115

event of disclosure.” ~ Another significant source of opposition may include beneficiaries

of conventional military resources, who fear a loss of resources. Still others express

"% Solingen, "The Domestic Sources of Regional Regimes," 318-325.
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doubts about the usefulness of nuclear weapons for providing security and are often
skeptical about the wisdom of the decision to develop nuclear weapons in general. Other
support for opacity may come from groups seeking to develop and protect the nuclear
program in the face of domestic resistance from other salient actors, but generally support
the nuclear program.

On the other hand, pressure for openness exists from those that believe state
security is best achieved through an open nuclear capability, and those that seek
legitimacy and perhaps primacy of the nuclear program, such as some scientists and the
military branches in charge of the nuclear arsenal. Further, public opinion can be an
important source of pressure towards openness, particularly in states that foster “nuclear
nationalism.” In cases of nuclear nationalism, leaders have to consider maintaining the
support of its domestic populations, which are generally supportive of a nuclear option.
While widespread public support does not automatically force a policy of openness, it
gives leaders that support an open option further support for their position. In short, there
are domestic level winners and losers related to resource allocation, prestige, and
vulnerability to external pressures on interests.

For these reasons, according to domestic political explanations, political party or
interest group politics are an important cause of opacity based on the different parochial
interests of actors and institutions.''® This suggests the following hypothesis:

Ha4: Nuclear opacity is based on the convergence of interests of domestic

actors that benefit from an undeclared status and who would suffer costs if
the state’s nuclear capabilities and intentions were declared.

116 Solingen, "The Domestic Sources of Regional Regimes," 319.
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This perspective suggests a particular causal chain leading to opacity when
the dominant decision-makers prefer transparency. In particular, there should be
evidence of some discussion, debate, or other indicators of the opposition views
being taken into account by the deciding leadership that prefers an open nuclear
stance. That is, the particular interests opposed to openness must effectively have
enough power to influence the ultimate decision. The strongest support for this
position would be evidence confirming that the controlling leadership supported
an open posture, but acquiesced to the concerns of those who opposed this policy.

Conversely, leadership that opposes an open stance and the development
of nuclear weapons, but moves toward openness or continues development
suggests some compromise with other interests. Again, there would have to be
evidence of both the controlling leadership preferences and minority preferences
that were taken into account to show a relationship. And, obviously, this
hypothesis would also be disconfirmed if there was a general domestic consensus
among leaders preferring openness based on their own interests, but the policy

remained one of opacity.

2. Opacity as a Result of Normative and Cultural Prohibitions

While the norms of the non-proliferation regime imposes some level of cost on a
proliferating state, domestic level strategic culture arguments focus on the deep-rooted
norms within a state to explain the level of nuclear transparency. Even though
acknowledging some practical considerations regarding the security environments and

mixed motives for acquiring nuclear weapons, the argument is that cultural and
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normative constraints have helped shape how states respond to the process of acquiring a
nuclear capability and formulate their strategy to deal with the same. Similar elements of
cultural explanations further stress a general state ambivalence about the development of
a nuclear capability.

This perspective suggests the following hypothesis:

Hs: Nuclear opacity is based on normative and cultural constraints

amongst the leaders of the undeclared states, which reflect deeply held

reservations about the role of nuclear weapons in providing for state

security.

If this perspective is accurate, then at a minimum, leadership should generally
resist basing state security on nuclear weapons, absent the threat of total destruction. In
particular, there should be a general absence of reliance on nuclear weapons for security,
including an overall resistance to planning and implementing a nuclear deterrent strategy.
A more extreme version suggests that leadership overall would not even consider nuclear
deterrence an option, even in circumstances of obvious military utility. A further part of
this theoretical basis suggests that “unthinkable” aspect of nuclear weapons, or at least
their non-use outside of threatened state annihilation, is thoroughly ingrained in state
leadership. This suggests that there would be little questioning of existing policy and
very slow change, if at all, over time.

Thus, state hesitation to be open about its nuclear program are hypothesized to be

a product of both international and domestic level factors. Figure 1 summarizes these

potential explanations and associated predictions.



Figure 1 — Hypotheses Related to Nuclear Opacity
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Explanation

Predictions

Examples

H;: Regional Security
Environment

Signal that the opaque state has the
ability to quickly change its nuclear
policy if the circumstances warrant it.

Policy statements, advertising
technology developments,
characterizations of nuclear
program - should increase
during times of crisis if trying
to deter.

Paced nuclear development by the

opaque state.

Absence of "crash" nuclear
program, sensitivity to costs,
concerns about reallocating
resources from conv. or
domestic programs, refrain
from highly publicized
breakthroughs, not issue direct
public nuclear threats during a
crisis, no reference to more
advanced capabilities.

Some limited cooperation with
adversary to reduce risks during
transition.

Regional confidence-building
measures, agreements to
refrain from attacking nuclear
facilities.

H,: Patron State Pressures

Existence of issue linkages based on

threats or inducements from the
patron state.

Non-proliferation measures

| that require cut off of

assistance or sanctions, policy
statements or other
communications linking
restraint to cooperation.

Highly dependent states will exhibit
more conforming behavior than less

dependent states.

Non-proliferation pressures will be
more effective when a high priority

for the patron state.




Figure 1 — Hypotheses related to nuclear opacity (continued)
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Explanation

Predictions

Examples

H;: Int'l Non-proliferation
Regime

Opaque state is concerned about the
costs that would be imposed by
members of the non-proliferation
regime.

Statements or other indicia that
opaque state is evaluating the
potential costs that would be
imposed by going against the
regime.

Recognition that there is an int'l norm
against testing and non-proliferation,
and to break it would isolate the
opaque state.

Evidence that opaque state
fears being cast as an
irresponsible state. Uses the
norms to promote own non-
proliferation interests.

Opaque state has internalized ideas
about the validity of the int'l regime
and the dangers of nuclear
proliferation.

Opaque state seeks to promote,
or at least not directly
undermine the non-
proliferation regime.

H,: Party/Interest Group
Politics

Decision-making is based on
compromise between interest
groups.

Should see evidence of bargaining
process, parsing of interests, and
compromise solution of opacity.

Alternatively, the decision
maker controls nuclear policy,
does not have to take other
preferences into account, and
prefers an opaque stance based
on own domestic interests that
would be adversely affected by
an open posture.

Control over decision-making, have
particular interests that would be
affected by an open posture, and
make decisions based on these
interests.

Hs: Moral/Cultural Constraints

Expressions of doubt or lack of
reliance on nuclear weapons for
security.

Leaders do not consider the use of
nuclear weapons as an option even
when militarily useful.

Little questioning or reevaluation of
existing policy.
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IT1.Methodology

This research project is centered on evaluating the proposed explanations of
nuclear opacity through case studies. As outlined above, there are multiple plausible
explanations for state decisions to declare their nuclear status. This project assesses the
relative validity of these explanations through case studies of the nuclear postures of

Israel, India, and Pakistan.

A. Case Selection

This dissertation includes three case studies of undeclared nuclear states, Israel,
India and Pakistan. The universe of countries with nuclear weapons is extremely limited.
For this reason, I have chosen to study the available cases of opaque nuclear states—that
is states that have acquired a deliverable nuclear capability for the purposes of deterrence
but still maintain opacity.

The Israeli case provides the basis for the ‘quintessential’ opaque nuclear case as
it remains the most secretive, having never publicly tested or declared itself a nuclear
weapons state. There is more variation on the dependent variable, nuclear opacity, in the
cases of India and Pakistan as they tested in 1998. Prior to testing, both states maintained
an ambiguous posture for decades, and despite the 1998 tests remain relatively opaque
compared to the declared states.

There are three undeclared nuclear cases that are being excluded from the
analysis, including Argentina, Brazil, and South Africa. The primary reason that
Argentina and Brazil are excluded is that it is unclear that they ever developed enough of

a capability that it would have been rational for them to go public.
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South Africa did develop an arsenal of six nuclear bombs, which its leader gave
up in the early 1990’s. It is not readily apparent that South Africa sought to develop a
nuclear arsenal for immediate deterrence purposes. The problem for the purposes of this
study is that without having a deterrence dynamic—which presumes a visible posture—
there is no compelling puzzle as to why South Africa did not publicly acknowledge the
capability. Because this study is limited to cases of states seeking to deter their
adversaries, there is no apparent reason to include South Africa. This is not to say that
the case is not worth further exploration, But for the narrower purposes of understanding
deterrence dynamics, if offers less than the selected cases.
Finally, this project is not dealing with currently proliferating states such as North
Korea and Iran. These states are essentially third-generation nuclear states, with their
primary nuclear development occurring decades later in a different global security
environment. This distinguishes them in fundamental ways from the cases analyzed here.
Furthermore, the specifics of each case also suggest that there are different factors
informing North Korea and Iran’s programs. For example, North Korea’s nuclear
weapons program does not appear to be security driven, such that it is seeking to deter a
regional adversary. Rather, its behavior appears to fit more closely to seeking attention,
as it varies between extremes in rhetoric from nuclear posturing to indicating that it will

cooperate with international non-proliferation agreements.

B. The Congruence Procedure and Process Tracing

I employ two within-case methodologies—the congruence procedure and process

tracing—as a way to test whether the evidence supports the various hypotheses. The
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congruence procedure operates by comparing whether the theoretically predicted value of
the dependent variable matches observed value of the dependent variable, given the
independent variables observed in the study. If the dependent variable’s outcome is
consistent with the predicted result, based on the observed independent variables, then the
possibility of a causal relationship is strengthened.'"”

The congruence procedure can be substantially strengthened by also using process
tracing. The method of process tracing attempts to identify the causal path explaining
how the independent variable leads to the resulting dependent variable.''® In essence,
process tracing is linking the independent variable to the dependent variable by
identifying the causal connection, process, and mechanisms between them. This method
is conducted by testing whether the observed processes match those predicted by a
theory.'”® This involves “identifying steps in a causal process leading to the outcome of a
given dependent variable of a particular case in a particular historical context.”'*° I then
compare the results across the cases.

In terms of data collection, Alexander George’s method of structured, focused
comparison is designed to elicit similar data across cases. By asking general questions of

each case, comparable date is obtained from each, which can then be compared with

"7 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social
Sciences (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2005), 179.

e George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development, 183.

' George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development, 217.

2% George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development, 176.
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other cases.'”’ Consistent with this approach, the evidence collected is designed to

answer the following questions:'**

1.

2.

What are the undeclared state’s incentives for acquiring nuclear weapons?

What threats or inducements were proffered by the patron states to promote
opacity?

Did the undeclared state have fears of international responses to nuclear
development, testing and other forms of openness?

Are there contending domestic political factions that support opacity within the
undeclared state?

What role did common beliefs and values as related to nuclear weapons influence
state leadership?

What were the reasons that made the undeclared state consider declaring?

Has the variation within opaque and nuclear states cohered with the expectations
of the hypotheses?

Are there factors outside of the hypotheses that have influenced undeclared state
behavior?

The main source of evidence for the country specific case studies is secondary

literature, which provides historical accounts for each state. This body of secondary

works mainly consists of historical scholarship, published security analyses, and media

sources. Isought to verify the accuracy of this literature with as many other sources as

possible, including primary material such as government documents and leadership

memoirs when available. Additionally, I used available primary sources such as the

minutes of meetings, memos, cables, congressional resolutions and other data that

! George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development, 86.

122 Alexander L. George, “Case Studies and Theory Development: The Method of Structured, Focused
Comparison,” in Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and Policy, Paul Gordon Lauren, ed.
(New York: Macmillan Press and Co., 1979).
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documents U.S. perceptions of the programs and its efforts to affect the declaratory status

of the other states, either bilaterally or through the non-proliferation regime.

C. Methodological Challenges

There are several difficulties associated with this methodology. Given that the
nuclear programs are secret, obtaining accurate information is difficult. Nonetheless,
there are extensive historical accounts of all the nuclear development of all three cases.
And as more and better data has become available over the last few years,'* it has not
only confirmed much of the previous scholarship, but has also underscored that there is a
fairly accurate understanding of the programs in general even if the details have been in
question. Moreover, evaluating whether the theoretical explanations accurately account
for what is observable, in terms of processes and mechanisms, can be helpful for
determining if some explanations are less credible. Further, this research agenda remains
salient for understanding current state behavior and deserves study in whatever form
available.

A second possible criticism of the proposed methodology is that there is very little
variation on the dependent variable within the cases of nuclear opacity. That is, Israel
has taken no steps to openly declare its capability, while India has conducted nuclear tests

at different times and Pakistan once. Even with the nuclear tests, there remain many

' For example, Israel in the mid-1990°s declassified some of its documents relating to the origins of its
nuclear weapons program in the 1960°s. See Avner Cohen, "Stumbling Into Opacity: The United States,
Israel, and the Atom, 1960-1963," Security Studies 4, no. 2 (Winter 1994-1995). Cohen was also able to
gain access to a number of interviews and other primary source materials for Israel and the Bomb. Hersh
was also able to access key figures involved in the Israeli government and interview them for his project,
Seymour M. Hersh, The Samson Option: Israel's Nuclear Arsenal and American Foreign Policy (New
York: Random House, 1991).
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areas of opacity within South Asian cases.'**

There are several ways that I sought to
handle this issue given the universe of available cases. All three of the cases contain
‘critical junctures’ in the historical accounts where leaders grappled with their country’s
nuclear status. These potential turning points are analyzed for the factors that explain the
decisions not to openly declare. Additionally, the Indian case provides within-case
variation, as India tested in 1974 and then remained ambiguous until the 1998 test. This
variation on the dependent variable, combined with several historical junctures where
Indian leaders chose not to test, allowed me to make multiple within-case observations.'*’
The third potential criticism of the methodology is that the universe of cases is
rather limited and at the same time encompasses very different regions. That is, the
ability to draw contingent generalizations may be limited based on the relative lack of
declared and non-declared nuclear states in general. There simply may not be enough
cases for a general theory of state behavior. Furthermore, the cases of opacity may not be
comparable, also making it difficult to develop a generalized theory. Still, this subset of
declared and undeclared nuclear states represents an important research agenda given the

relevance of nuclear weapons.

124 Rodney W. Jones, “Minimum Nuclear Deterrence Postures in South Asia: An Overview,” Report
Prepared for the Defense Threat Reduction Agency (Reston, Virginia: Policy Architects International,
2001). '

125 Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods For Students of Political Science (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1997), uses the term cases, and Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social
Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), refers
to observations. Both are referring to the same concept.
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CHAPTER III

ISRAEL

Israel has a sophisticated nuclear arsenal and delivery capability. It is estimated
that Israel has developed between one and two hundred nuclear weapons. This includes a
thermonuclear capability and tactical nuclear weapons. Israel has also developed
delivery mechanisms via land, air, and sea, giving it a second-strike capability.
Notwithstanding these capabilities, and a now widespread understanding that Israel is a
nuclear weapons state, Israeli leaders still neither publicly admit nor deny its nuclear
arsenal and instead reaffirm the longstanding commitment to not be the first state to
introduce nuclear weapons into the Middle East.

Israel’s ambiguous nuclear policy is largely the result of Israeli leaders balancing
countervailing external pressures from its patron state, the United States, and its regional
security requirements. The official Israeli nuclear policy was developed in the 1960s as a
result of U.S. non-proliferation pressures. Washington was concerned that an overt
Israeli nuclear program would further fuel conflict in the Middle East between the
regional states, and had the potential of becoming an internationalized problem if it
spurred the Soviets to greater involvement in the area. As such, the U.S. formulated a
policy designed to fulfill its own foreign policy goals of dampening the Arab-Israeli

conflict through continued engagement in the region and promoting international non-
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proliferation. Washington first pressured Israel to give up its nuclear ambitions, and
failing that, to keep them hidden. To this end, the U.S. sought to inspect the Dimona
reactor, and publicly tie Israel to its statements that its nuclear program was for entirely
peaceful purposes.

It was under continued diplomatic pressure from the U.S. that Israeli leaders first
formulated the current policy, which was further refined to include promises that Israel
would not test nor declare itself a nuclear weapons state. The newly adopted posture in
the 1960s was further entrenched as the U.S. became a major supporter of Israel’s
conventional systems through economic aid and military assistance. Because Israel’s
security needs vis-a-vis its regional adversaries were largely met through conventional
superiority, it could live with deterrence through uncertainty with an ambiguous posture.
In this way, opacity served as a useful compromise to both the Americans and Israelis
because it provided for the foreign policy goals of each.

While U.S. pressures directly resulted in the initial formulation of Israel’s nuclear
policy, Israel’s regional security environment also played a primary role in both creating
incentives for acquiring nuclear weapons and maintaining ambiguity. From its
independence, Israel has operated within a severe security environment with its early
years marked by wars with its surrounding neighbors. Israeli leaders chose to develop a
nuclear weapons capability with the intent that it would serve as a deterrent against
hostile Arab states in the Middle East, particularly in the face of an overwhelming

conventional coalition or the potential use of chemical or biological weapons.
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At the same time, as the policy of deliberate ambiguity developed, the Israelis
found it more advantageous to their strategic position to rely on U.S. economic and
military assistance, which assured conventional superiority and required less dependence
on nuclear deterrence. Israel’s ambiguous nuclear posture also reduced incentives for
other Middle Eastern states to acquire nuclear weapons or call on the Soviets to intervene
on their behalf against a nuclear Israel. This in turn assisted Israel in maintaining the
conventional balance of power in its favor and its nuclear monopoly. Israel’s opaque
nuclear posture has thus been maintained over time in response to both its relationship
with the United States and regional dynamics.

Further, the effects of international non-proliferation regime were not significant
in causing Israel to initially choosing its nuclear stance. The regime was in its infancy
during the time that Israel developed and achieved a nuclear option. Israel also avoided
NPT treaty commitments so that it would not be obligated to limit its nuclear
development. To the extent that the international non-proliferation regime mattered, it
was primarily based on direct U.S. pressures against proliferation in the form of
encouraging Israel to subject the Dimona reactor to inspections and safeguards, and
accede to the newly formed international non-proliferation agreements.

Additionally, there is not particularly strong evidence supporting the proposition
that Israel’s nuclear posture is primarily the result of domestic political compromises.
While there was disagreement as to the security value of developing a nuclear option,
Israel’s Prime Ministers behaved in a remarkably consistent fashion in furthering the

program at each stage as Israeli leaders grappled with overwhelming security concerns.
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Additionally, there is direct evidence that the current formulation came into existence
from diplomatic dialogue with the U.S., prior to Israel having actually achieved a nuclear
weapons capability.

Similarly, the evidence suggests that Israeli security planners marched forward in
developing a sophisticated nuclear arsenal, and considered a variety of scenarios in which
it would use nuclear wéapons. This militates against the explanation that Israel’s nuclear
ambiguity was the result of a strategic culture that ossified existing policy without further
review.

The following details the above dynamics. The first section describes Israel’s
ambiguous nuclear posture. This is followed by a discussion of U.S. patron state
pressures, regional incentives for nuclear weapons and ambiguity, the limited role of the
international non-proliferation regime, the contentious domestic politics at the time, and

the theory that continued ambiguity is at least in part based on Israel’s strategic culture.

1. Description of Israeli Ambiguity

Notwithstanding Israel’s estimated sophisticated nuclear arsenal, its official
stance has remained remarkably consistent for over forty years—that Israel will not be
the first state in the Middle East to introduce nuclear weapons. This is currently Israel’s
nuclear policy, as settled on during diplomatic meetings between U.S. and Israeli
representatives during the 1960s, and often repeated by both sides throughout the ensuing
years.

Prior to this formulation, Israeli officials used various explanations for the

construction of the Dimona reactor. For example, U.S. requests for information about the
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facility were met with different explanations ranging from textile factories to
metallurgical research facilities.! Indeed, the inquiries reportedly led to the U.S.
receiving seven different explanations about the nature of the building.?

As Israel was under increasing pressure to justify constructing a new, more
powerful nuclear reactor, then Prime Minister Ben-Gurion publicly characterized the
Dimona facility as being designed “exclusively for peaceful purposes,” like the American
provided Soreq 5 MW research reactor.” By 1963, Prime Minister Eshkol’s government
settled on the existing policy that Israel would not be the first state to introduce nuclear
weapons into the Middle East. Prime Ministers Golda Meir and Yitzhak Rabin provided
the exact same reassurance to the U.S. government.

Subsequently, no Israeli government has official strayed from this policy, through
either a declaration that Israel is a nuclear weapons state, or through publicly testing and
claiming responsibility for the latter. This distinction between official and unofficial
sources is important, to the extént that some former Israeli government leaders and
academics have argued for a more robust nuclear posture, based on the assumption that

Israel does indeed possess nuclear weapons.

! Zaki Shalom, Israel’s Nuclear Option: Behind the Scenes Diplomacy Between Dimona and Washington
(Portland: Sussex Academic Press and Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies, 2005), 11.

? Alan Dowty, “Israeli Perspectives on Nuclear Proliferation,” in Security, Order, and the Bomb: Nuclear

Weapons in the Politics and Defence Planning of Non-Nuclear Weapon States, Johan Jorgen Host, ed.
(Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1972), 142.

® Odgen R. Reid to State Department, “Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion’s Responses to Questions
Asked in the Knesset Concerning a New Israeli Nuclear Reactor,” 21 December 1960, Nuclear Non-
Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP00722, 1.
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For example, former Foreign Minister Moshe Dayan told the New York Times in
1981 that while Israel would not be the first state to introduce nuclear weapons into the
Middle East despite having the capability, it also “shouldn’t be too late.”* Similarly,
writing in the early 1980s, scholar Shai Feldman has recommended that Israel have an
open nuclear posture for deterrence purposes.” And by 1986, a former nuclear technician
who worked at Dimona, Mordechai Vanunu, provided photographs and information
about Israel’s nuclear program. It has further been speculated that Israel participated in
an unclaimed, joint nuclear test with South Africa—the Vela incident—Ilocated in the
southern Indian Ocean in 1979.

The steadfast official Israeli response to these public airings of Israel’s nuclear
program has been to stick to its official policy that Israel will not be the first state to
introduce nuclear weapons into the Middle East. In short, Israel has never officially
acknowledged that it possesses nuclear weapons, and effectively does not deny it either.
Its stance, that it would not be the first to “introduce” nuclear weapons, left enough
ambiguity to serve the purpose of deterrence but also enabled it to avoid the costs of

openness, as discussed below.

II. Patron State Pressures: U.S.-Israeli Partnership in Opacity

Beginning in the early 1960s, the U.S. sought to use its influence with Israeli
leaders to persuade them to forego nuclear weapons. During this time, there was some

limited direct provision of conventional military assistance, which would increase

* “Dayan Says Israelis Have The Capacity to Produce A-Bombs,” New York Times (25 June 1981), Al.

5 See, e.g., Shai Feldman, Israeli Nuclear Deterrence: A Strategy for the 1980s (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1982).
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exponentially after the 1967 Six Day War, and again after the 1973 Yom Kippur War.
For its part, Israel first sought security guarantees from the U.S., which were unavailing.
Israeli security planners also sought to engage the U.S. to gain more access to economic
and military assistance, which would result in stronger relations over time.

But early on, from the late 1950s through the early 1960s, Israel was insecure and
this created a deep vulnerability to U.S. pressures even without the existing, relatively
weaker linkages.® Thus, U.S. pressure in the form of diplomacy, economic assistance,
and nascent military cooperation with the potential for increased assistance was
sufficiently strong to keep Israel’s nuclear ambitions guarded, although it was not enough
to stop the acquisition of nuclear weapons. Stronger ties would be forged simultaneously
with the Israeli’s developing nuclear capability from the mid-1960s through the early
1970s, further reinforcing Israel’s nuclear posture and enabling Israel to rely mainly on
conventional forces.

The following discusses how the construction of the Dimona reactor sparked U.S.
concerns about nuclearizing the Middle East and increased Soviet intervention in the
region. In response, the U.S. undertook a number of measures to minimize the effects of
the Israeli nuclear program on the region. This included pressuring Israel to open up
Dimona to inspections, and diplomatic measures linking the provision of U.S. aid to
Israeli nuclear restraint. In the end, Israel was willing to give up an overt posture and the

U.S. was willing to provide the Israelis with enough conventional support to minimize

% The U.S. publicly refused to directly provide Israel with weapons until it sold some anti-aircraft missiles
as “defensive” weapons in 1962. However, during this time period the U.S. provided other states with
conventional assistance that was then funneled to Israel, as was planned.
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the circumstances in which they would publicly acknowledge a nuclear weapons

capability.

A. Israel’s Nuclear Program Spurs U.S. Interest

From the beginning of the Israeli nuclear weapons program, secrecy was
paramount to shield the construction of the Dimona nuclear reactor. Later, as evidence
became increasingly available that the Dimona reactor would be capable of producing
weapons grade plutonium, U.S. concerns were heightened about Israeli nuclear
intentions. This led to U.S. actions to prevent Israel from developing nuclear weapons,
and failing that, to keep Israel’s nuclear capability secret.

The construction of the Dimona reactor was necessary for the Israeli weapons
program and became the main source of contention between Israel and the U.S. Prior to
this, under the Atoms for Peace program in the late 1950s, the United States provided
Israel with the small 5 MW Soreq research reactor. U.S. supply and funding for this
facility was contingent on Israeli agreement to not produce plutonium for weapons and
was ultimately subject to IAEA safeguards. Interestingly, against some nuclear
scientists’ wishes, Ben-Gurion “forbade using the American reactor to produce
plutonium, and ordered that the agreement be adhered to meticulously.”” This suggests
that while Ben-Gurion was determined to pursue a nuclear option against foreseeable

American objection, he would not do so at all costs. As such, the Israelis needed to find

7 Michael Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement: How Isracl Went Nuclear and What That Means for the
World (New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 2006), 55.
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an alternate source to support their nuclear weapons program with plutonium. They
turned to France for assistance.®

Israel and France signed a secret agreement to build the Dimona reactor in the
Negev desert. Both states sought to keep the contract private, in part, to keep the
activities hidden from the Americans until the reactor was far enough along that it would
be a fait accompli. This was because the U.S. could exert political pressure on both states
to forego the contract if it became public. The initial secrecy regarding the construction
of the reactor thus helped to shield it from interference. To this end, France and Israel
were successful in keeping the project hidden from public purview for several years from
1957-1960. However, the surrounding secrecy would be an issue once the project was
visible, requiring both an Israeli explanation as to the purpose of the reactor as well as
justification of why it was kept hidden from the rest of the world.

By 1960, the first documented hint of suspicion regarding Israeli nuclear
intentions came from the U.S. embassy in Israel. The U.S. embassy personnel reported
that the Israelis “may be pursuing the exploitation of its uranium resources more actively

that it is publically {sic} willing to admit.”

Moreover, the ongoing construction on the
Dimona reactor could not be kept hidden forever. It soon became apparent that Israel

was building a nuclear reactor in the desert and the United States was immediately

8 France was also a major conventional weapons supplier to Isracl early on. And because France during
this early period had few proliferation reservations, it was not a significant source of patron state pressure
on Israel to remain ambiguous.

® JTames M. Ealum to U.S. Department of State, “Israel’s Uranium Potential,” Israel, 26 August 1960,
Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no.
NP00671, 2.
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suspicious as to the nuclear weapons potential of the reactor. For example, U.S.
intelligence received a report in December 1960, at the end of the Eisenhower
administration, suggesting that, “‘Israel, with French assistance is building a powerful
nuclear reactor in the Negev, with the intention of producing weapons-grade
plutonium.’”!°

U.S. suspicions were further aroused, not only by the physical contours of the
developing reactor, but also by the Israeli and French silence as to the nature and purpose
of the project. This silence portended in the American mind the potential for a source for
nuclear weapons, not withstanding subsequent Israeli denials. As reported to the Foreign
Affairs Committee of the U.S. Congress, the Dimona reactor has:

“been a disturbing element in the whole Middle East picture, largely

because of the fact that this reactor apparently has been under construction

for some time without anything public having been said about it.

Certainly we had never been told about it, even though we have

cooperated with Israel on the building of a small nuclear experimental

reactor...it is considerably larger than any need for an experimental

reactor in Israel, but the present statements of the Israeli Government are

that this is still experimental, leading to a power reactor.”"!

With President Eisenhower on his way out, it would be left to the incoming
Kennedy administration to formulate a strategy to address the implications stemming

from the Dimona reactor. And because President Kennedy was concerned about limiting

the nuclear arms race, he would pay significant attention to Israel’s nuclear aspirations as

1 K arpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 146. There is some suggestion that this was a way to leak the
information to the U.S. without angering the French. Ibid. 147.

! Christain A. Herter, Jr., “Regarding Israel’s Nuclear Capability,” statement to U.S. Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, 6 January 1961, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security
Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP00739, 4.
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part of his foreign policy agenda.'*> Stemming from these U.S. concerns, the two
countries would engage in an intensive dialogue that would set the basis for Israel’s
calculated policy of nuclear ambiguity.

At the beginning of this conversation, the U.S. privately demanded explanations
for the new Israeli facility. These requests for information were met with various
explanations that reportedly ranged from textile factories to metallurgical research
facilities.”” Indeed, the inquiries reportedly led to the U.S. receiving seven different
explanations about the nature of the building."*

- The United States was not the only curious observer of the Dimona progress.
Shortly after the U.S. began detecting the Dimona construction, the inevitable media
reports began to filter out that the Israelis were building the reactor. Israel responded by
denying that the reactor was for anything but “peaceful purposes.” For example, in
responding to a London Daily Express article, the Israeli press quoted Chairman of the
Israeli AEC, Ernest Bergmann, denying that Isracl was approaching the stage of
producing atomic bomb as “flattering but false” and “grossly exaggerated.”’® Other
denials suggested that the article was “absurd.”'® The Isracli Embassy in London further

issued a flat denial that Israel had neither the means nor the intent to make a bomb.!”

12 Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 180.

' Shalom, Israel’s Nuclear Option, 11.

" Dowty, “Israeli Perspectives on Nuclear Proliferation,” 142.

' Ogden R. Reid to State Department, “Israeli Press Reports on Alleged Nuclear Power Plant
Construction,” 18 December 1960, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security
Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP00718, 1.

1 Reid, “Israeli Press Reports on Alleged Nuclear Power Plant Construction,” no. NP00718, 1.
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Similarly, shortly after media reports about the reactor, Prime Minister Ben-
Gurion publicly answered Knesset questions. There he framed the Dimona reactor as
being “like the American reactor, is designed exclusively for peaceful purposes, and was
constructed under the direction of Israeli experts.”’® Ben-Gurion further stated that “[t]he
Government of Israel, as is well-known, proposed general and total disarmament in Israel
and neighboring Arab states, on condition that there would be a mutual right of
inspection.”’® At the same time, while emphasizing the peaceful purposes of the reactor,
Israeli officials stressed that it was a small country in terms of means and population and
did not have the capability of realizing a nuclear weapons capability.? Israeli denials
that it lacked the capability to produce nuclear weapons would be dropped over time and
replaced with suggestions that it lacked the intention.

As Israel began to publicly acknowledge that Dimona was a nuclear reactor, but
deny its nuclear weapons aspirations, this development was significant enough that it
required a response from the United States. In anticipation of Ben-Gurion’s
announcement before the Knesset about Israel’s peaceful nuclear program, the U.S.
government prepared the standard public statement that would be carefully adhered to in

subsequent years. Mainly, the United States would seek to reaffirm its non-proliferation

' Reid, “Israeli Press Reports on Alleged Nuclear Power Plant Construction,” no. NP00718, 1.

'® Reid, “Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion’s Responses to Questions Asked in the Knesset
Concerning a New Israeli Nuclear Reactor,” no. NP00722, 1. Here, France escapes suspicion.

1% Reid, “Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion’s Responses to Questions Asked in the Knesset
Concerning a New Israeli Nuclear Reactor,” no. NP00722, 2.

%0 Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 100.
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interests while distancing itself from the Israeli program to avoid any suggestion that
Washington was colluding with Israel.

For example, prepared comments noted that “[i]t is firmly established and well-
known United States policy that we oppose the proliferation of nuclear weapons
throughout the world, and out law does not permit us to assist other countries to develop
nuclear weapons capabilities.””' Rather, the extent of U.S. assistance was limited to the
small Soreq research reactor under the Atoms for Peace program, which the U.S.
participated in with many countries throughout the world. In this way, Washington could
avoid “being drawn into implications of...U.S. association with an alleged Israeli
weapons program.”** Additionally, the U.S. publicly welcomed the Israeli statements
that the program was entirely for peaceful purposes. In subsequent negotiations, U.S.
diplomacy would seek to hold Israel to its public and private comments that it did not
intend to produce nuclear weapons. This approach would enable the U.S. to continue to
publicly push for non-proliferation measures and Middle East peace.

Indeed, this public fagade adopted by the United States would be maintained even
as U.S. knowledge and suspicion of Israel’s nuclear intentions became more certain over
time. For example, by 1964 the Johnson administration had information that “Israel now

has the technical capability to develop a bomb...[it] could detonate its first nuclear device

' U.S. Department of State, “Suggested Press Guidance for Chairman McCone if Asked About Reported
Israeli Atomic Weapons Development,” secret, 17 December 1960, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington
D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP00717, 1.

227.S. Department of State, “Suggested Press Guidance for Chairman McCone if Asked About Reported
Israeli Atomic Weapons Development,” no. NP00717, 2.



75
two to three years after a decision to develop a weapons capability.”® Even more
evidence had accumulated by 1968 with continued Dimona secrecy, the inability to fully
inspect the reactor, suspected pilfering of nuclear materials by Israel, continued nuclear
cooperation with France, and Israel’s own acknowledgement that it had the ability to
produce fission explosives.?*

Nonetheless, the United States did not seek to publicly confront Israel about its
nuclear ambitions. Instead it chose to pressure Israel in private, combining threats and
inducements to first seek to prevent Israel from going nuclear, and failing that, to keep its
capability hidden from public purview. These private efforts to dissuade Israel from
going nuclear created tensions between the two states until it was resolved. As Rabin
noted in his memoirs, “[t]he nuclear issue for many years lay like a disturbing shadow
over the relations between Israel and the United States.”

Ultimately, these efforts at a behind the scenes resolution resulted in the initial
policy of Israeli opacity that continues today. The following details why leadership in
Washington was opposed to a public Israeli nuclear capability and the measures the U.S.

took to influence Israeli leaders to prevent public disclosure of the nuclear weapons

program.

2 U.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” 12 December 1964, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington
D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP01079, 17-18.

 Peter Pry, Israel’s Nuclear Arsenal (Boulder: Westview Press, 1984), 40.

* Quoted in Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 301.




76

B. U.S. Opposition to Israeli Nuclear Proliferation

The evidence suggests that the United State was deeply concerned with the
prospect of an Israeli nuclear weapons program, fearing that it would have both regional
and international ramifications. In particular, Washington believed that Israeli nuclear
weapons would further fuel conflict in the Middle East by increasing Arab state
incentives to acquire nuclear weapons, and may have triggered an attack on the Israeli
facilities that could spill into a broader conflict. Moreover, the United States, with its
stance clearly lodged in non-proliferation, would lose whatever influence it was seeking
to cultivate in the Middle East, to possibly be replaced by the Soviet Union that might
have been willing to provide nuclear guarantees or assistance. While these fears were not
realized, they were a source of anxiety for U.S. officials and the reasons for pressuring

the Israelis in an effort to convince them to forego a nuclear program.

1. Regional Middle East Concerns

Generally, Washington was concerned that the continued horizontal spread of
nuclear weapons would undermine U.S. efforts to curb proliferation. Additionally, the
United States feared that the introduction of nuclear weapons into the Middle East by
Israel would have profound regional implications by increasing the propensity for
conflict. As the Johnson administration noted, the “[p]Jroduction of nuclear weapons and
delivery capabilities may complicate or endanger the political stability within a region,

yielding undesirable playback effects on the country that goes the national nuclear
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route.”*® Because the U.S. sought at this time to remain neutral between the states in the
Middle East, as well as prevent the Soviets from gaining influence in the region,
Washington feared that nuclear weapons would substantially complicate this balance.

First, the United States was interested in preventing the spread of nuclear
weapons generally, and more specifically in the Middle East. An open Israeli nuclear
program ran counter to this policy because it increased the incentives for regional Arab
states to acquire their own nuclear capability as a counter. Further, while the other states
in the region were not immediately capable of creating a comparable indigenous
program, they could seek assistance from other states to supplement their technical
deficiencies. Another option for the Arab states was to seek a nuclear guarantee from the
Soviet Union. From the U.S. perspective, this possible continued widening of the Cold
War to the Middle East with a nuclear dimension could have significant international
implications, which it sought to avoid.

Second, there were substantial concerns that an Israeli introduction of weapons
into the regional landscape would increase the propensity for direct conflict through
preventive war. One scenario is that Egypt would attack the Dimona facility to neutralize
the nuclear program and thereby spark a wider war. For its part, Egyptian responses to
Dimona further heightened this concern on behalf of the United States. For example,
Egypt’s Nasser indicated that if Israel was producing nuclear weapons, he would

necessarily have to launch a ““protective war.””?” In 1965, the Israeli nuclear program

%6 Walt W. Rostow, “A Way of Thinking About Nuclear Proliferation,” 19 November 1964, Nuclear Non-
Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP01046, 3.
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was declared by Egypt as a casus belli, with “[p]Jreventive war is the only way to preempt
the acquisition of nuclear might by Israel.”®® The United States government appeared to
take these statements seriously, noting that “for its own survival, the UAR probably sees
advantages in preventing the use of nuclear weapons, and therefore also their introduction
into the area.””

For these reasons, the United States has sought to prevent an Arab-Israeli war
caused by Israel’s nuclear program.30 One of the first approaches the U.S. would take
was to reassure Nasser of Israel’s peaceful nuclear intentions. At the same time, the
United States would pressure Israel to open up its facilities for inspection for the purpose'
of demonstrating that Israel was not building nuclear weapons.®’ This strategy, the U.S.
argued, was in both its own and Israel’s interest in order to protect the Dimona facility
from attack and prevent the Soviets from assisting Egypt.*

While the United States was concerned about Arab state responses to Israel’s
- nuclear program, U.S. leaders also felt that Israel was disregarding these potential

problems in its pursuit of a nuclear option. As such, Washington would seek to highlight

its regional concerns in an effort to dissuade a public Israeli nuclear capability. At the

%8 Shlomo Aronson, Israel’s Nuclear Programme, the Six Day War and its Ramifications (London: King’s
College, 1999), 28, citing Jumhuria (Cairo), translated by Hazav, Israeli Intelligence Translation Service,

(March 12, 1966).
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same time, this strategy was designed to refrain from putting so much pressure on Israel
as to damage the relationship between Washington and Tel Aviv. As Rostow suggested
under the Johnson administration,

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

Similarly, the U.S. also sought to bring to the Israel’s attention American concerns over

the potential for Soviet nuclear involvement in the Middle East.

2. Risk of Soviet Nuclear Assistance or Intervention on Behalf of
Arab States

The United States was also very concerned that the Israeli nuclear program would
cause the Arab states to seek atomic cooperation with Soviet Union. As noted at the time
to the U.S. Foreign Affairs Committee, the Israeli nuclear program “[r]ight or wrong, it
throws all the Arab States {sic} over to the Russian side of the fence,” which has
“introduced a new element into the whole Middle East, which is a disquieting element.”**

Similarly, Dean Rusk advised then President Kennedy that “Israel’s acquisition of

nuclear weapons would have grave repercussions in the Middle East, not the least of

3 Rostow, “A Way of Thinking About Nuclear Proliferation,” no. NP01046, 17.

** Herter, “Regarding Israel’s Nuclear Capability,” no. NP00739, 5.
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which might be the probable stationing of Soviet nuclear weapons on the soil of Israel’s
embittered Arab neighbors.”

From the U.S. policymaker perspective, “we just can’t imagine anything more
disastrous from our point of view than if Israel were to explode a nuclear device. I can’t
think of anything that would drive the Arab world more tumultuously into the arms of the

2936

Soviet.””” While Rusk acknowledged that Israel’s Prime Minister Ben-Gurion had made

both public and private reassurances to the U.S. that the Israelis “committed themselves

37 10 not making nuclear weapons. However, there was still concern about

categorically
the effects of the Dimona reactor on regional states because Israel had not sooner
revealed its progress on the facility, nor opened it up for inspections.

Of the Arab states, Egypt was one of the most likely at the time to have a strong
incentive to acquire a nuclear capability in response to Israel. However, Egypt did not
have the indigenous ability to create a weapons option; this would necessitate turning to
an external benefactor. The United States feared that the most likely Egyptian patron
would be the Soviet Union. For example, in 1963 the United State predicted that the

UAR “alone or in combination with other Arab States, does not have the capability of

producing a nuclear weapon in the foreseeable future . . . If Nasser could not devise a

3% Dean Rusk to President John F. Kennedy, “Israel’s Atomic Energy Activities,” secret memorandum, 30
January 1961, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest,
2008), no. NP00745, 1.

% Herter, “Regarding Israel’s Nuclear Capability,” no. NP00739, 8.
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counter to an Israeli nuclear threat on his own, he probably would turn to the USSR to try
to ensure his protection.” *®

Moreover, the United States feared that it would be seen as being in collusion
with the Israelis if Washington did not take some steps to stop the nuclear program. Not
only would this further tilt the Arab states towards tﬁe Soviets, but could exacerbate
tensions in the Middle East. For example, the 1963 National Security Estimate suggested
that “the Arabs would blame the West, including the US, for the increased Israeli threat . .
.. In an atmosphere of this kind, there would always be the possibility that one or the

other side would initiate hostile action to safeguard its ultimate security.”*

Moreover,
with both U.S. and Soviet involvement, there was the additional problem that a regional
conflict had the potential of becoming international.

These concerns further prompted each presidential administration to quietly sit on
any subsequently acquired information about the Israeli nuclear program. For example,
in 1968 CIA director Richard Helms reportedly informed President Johnson that Israel
had atomic bombs.*® President Johnson’s response was to order “Helms not to tell
anyone else, not even the secretaries of state and defense,” given the concern of how the

Arab states and Soviets would respond to such news.*!

%8 Central Intelligence Agency, “The Advanced Weapons Programs of the UAR and Israel,” heavily
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Not only would Washington refuse to publicly divulge information it had about
the Israeli nuclear program, but it also pressured Israeli leaders into keeping the program
hidden. While the United States understood the security rationale behind the Israeli
development of a nuclear option, Washington feared that this

“narrow but intense anxiety brings the Israelis close to the point of

ignoring the negative arguments of a general pacific kind; and the possible

playback effects of what it does on the decision of Cairo. It does not

contemplate a confrontation with one of the superpowers; and, therefore,

the relationship with the U.S. and possible damage to that relationship are

the only major restraints on proceeding to achieve a national nuclear

capability.”**
That is, since the Israelis did not fully appreciate the dangers of its nuclear program on
regional and international dynamics to Washington’s satisfaction, the United States

would use its relationship as leverage with Israelis in order to dampen the effects of the

program.

C. U.S. Policy Towards Israel’s Nuclear Program

Given U.S. concerns outlined above, Washington formulated a policy designed to
pressure the Israelis to give up their nuclear ambitions, or at least to minimize the
repercussions by keeping it out of public purview. Publicly, the U.S. would accept
Israel’s stance that the Dimona reactor was only for peaceful purposes. The U.S. also
sought to reassure regional Arab states initially that the reactor was as Israel represented
it to be. Privately, the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon presidential administrations would
seek to use a combination of inspections and conventional and economic assistance

linkages to discourage Israeli proliferation.

# Rostow, “A Way of Thinking About Nuclear Proliferation,” no. NP01046, 12.
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Nonetheless, while Washington hoped that these measures would be enough for
Israeli leaders to forego nuclear development, the U.S. was also not willing to impose
substantial enough pressure to rupture its relationship with Israel. For its part, Israel was
at the time vulnerable to U.S. pressures given its need for both conventional military
weapons and economic support, but still determined to acquire the ultimate insurance.
The result was a compromise between Tel Aviv and Washington that settled on the policy
of nuclear opacity.

The following details U.S. efforts to provide assurances to other states as to
Israel’s nuclear intentions, while at the same time seeking influence Israeli nuclear
policy. The U.S. did this by seeking inspection rights to the Dimona reactor, increasing
the provision of conventional arms to Israel under the justification that if the latter felt
secure it would not need nuclear weapons, and highlighting to Israeli leaders the expense

of a nuclear weapons program.

1. Downplay Rumors & Provide Reassurances

Given Washington’s concerns that nuclear weapons would proliferate in the
Middle East and further destabilize the region, U.S. officials sought to publicly downplay
to the rest of the world the significance of the Dimona reactof. Additionally, Washington
sought to reassure the Arab states in the Middle East that the U.S. took nuclear
proliferation seriously. Vital to these early efforts was keeping the issue out of the public
eye and to quell media reports.

The Kennedy administration first formulated this strategy in response to Ben-

Gurion’s public acknowledgement of the Dimona reactor to the Knesset. After Ben-
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Gurion’s Knesset appearance, the State Department issued a statement in response that
the United States welcomed the Government of Israel’s statements concerning the
peaceful character of Israeli atomic energy activities and that Israel had no intention of
producing nuclear weapons.* The State Department further indicated in a careful
statement that it believed that the “Israel atomic energy program as made public does not
represent cause for special concern.” In doing so, the U.S. publicly accepted the official
Israel position on the reactor.

Nonetheless, from the U.S. perspective, the sooner the public’s interest in Dimona
waned, the better. Kennedy reportedly met with Ben-Gurion and indicated that it was in
both states’ common interests that other countries did not believe that Israel was
proliferating.* As articulated at home, the Kennedy administration did not believe that,

“the extended public speculation regarding the Israeli atomic energy

program will advance the interests of the United States, and we have taken

and will continue to take any feasible measure to damp down speculation

on this matter and in particular to avoid giving occasion for renewed

suspicions and possible undesirable reactions in the Arab world. We

believe that persistent but quiet diplomatic approaches are most likely to

be productive.”*®

Consistent with this approach, the U.S. government instructed its diplomatic corps

to reassure host governments that there was little cause for excitement over the press

3 Christian A. Herter, “Press Guidance for Discussion of Israeli Nuclear Energy Activities,” 22 December
1960, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008),
no. NP00726, 2-3.
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reports of the Israeli reactor. For example, one set of instructions read: “FYI. Dept
considerably disturbed by large amount of info re USG interest in Israel’s atomic
program which has leaked into American and world press. Effect has been to create more
excitement than facts as revealed by Israelis warrant. Dept will do what it can in
Washington and hopes addressee posts can assist in stilling atmosphere.”’

At the same time, the United States wanted to distance itself from Dimona and
underscore its commitment to non-proliferation. Specifically the United States sought to
impress on other countries that it was not involved with the Dimona reactor and that
Isracl was not a special case that would be ignored. Rather, “the United States
Government at all levels, including the highest, takes serious view of the Israeli nuclear
activity and is determined to oppose the proliferation of nuclear weapons capabilities as
firmly in Israel as elsewhere.”*® Washington also stated that its nuclear assistance was
limited to the Soreq research reactor, the kind that the U.S. government had assisted 30
other countries with.*® To further assuage fears and put the reactor in context, the United
States government also suggested that Dimona was smaller than many others currently

being built, including facilities being constructed by India.”® Reportedly, the initial

announcement by Ben-Gurion that the reactor was for peaceful purposes and subsequent

“7 Herter, “Press Guidance for Discussion of Istaeli Nuclear Energy Activities,” no. NP00726, 3.
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U.S. efforts to downplay the significance of Dimona had the desired effect of taking the
“pressures off the Arabs to achieve a balancing atomic capability.”!

Still, the secrecy surrounding Dimona would continue to foster suspicion. This
prompted the U.S. to continue to pressure Israel to open up the facility to inspections.
Moreover, by keeping the issue simmering below public purview, the United States and
Israel were able to engage in the quiet diplomacy that protected U.S. non-proliferation
interests while allowing the Israelis to come to terms with the regional and international

implications of their program. For the United States, the first item on the diplomatic

agenda was to directly pressure Israel into allowing inspection of the Dimona reactor.

2. Direct Pressure on Israel

Following Ben-Gurion’s characterization of the Dimona reactor in the Knesset
as for peaceful purposes, the United StateS sought to tie Israel to this claim by inspecting
the reactor and verifying these intentions. While the U.S. had some success doing so
initially, overtime and as the Israelis further developed a weapons capacity, it not longer
became a feasible option for both governments.

As the United States ultimately gave up pushing for further inspections and
accepted that the facility would not be subject to IAEA safeguards, U.S. policymakers
considered a variety of measures that might induce Israel to forego a nuclear weapons
option. For example, they considered the efficacy of a formal security guarantee,

coordinating a U.S.-Israeli contingency plan against possible Arab attack, limiting UAR

°! Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 189.
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missile development and applying IAEA safeguards at UAR nuclear facilities, as well as
economic and political sanctions.>

Still, despite strong U.S. interests in non-proliferation, some of the above tools
were not practical or feasible in the long run. The United States wanted to maintain a
good relationship with Israel while at the same time fostering better ties with the Arab
states. The purpose of maintaining this balance was to reduce the propensity for conflict
in the Middle East while at the same time preventing the Soviets from gaining increased
influence in the region. As such, the United States could neither provide absolutely for
Israel’s security nor could it exert all leverage available to it to convince the Israeli
leaders to not develop a nuclear option. As U.S. policymakers recognized early on, “[t]he
need for the US to maintain a position of balance between the Arabs and Israel in order to
be able to exert a moderating influence on Near East tensions, reduces our ability to
provide these inducements or apply these sanctions.” The result was that the U.S.
applied “rather fine-grained attempts™ to apply pressure on Israel on an “ad hoc” basis™*
rather than employing the entire arsenal of tools available.

As such, U.S. conventional weapons and economic assistance remained the
primary sources of leverage for convincing the Israelis to maintain an opaque nuclear

posture. As summarized from the U.S. government perspective,

52U.8. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP01079, 20.
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“the intensity of USG opposition to nuclear proliferation has been

forcefully brought home to Israel frequently and recently, together with

the realization that the development of an Israel nuclear weapon would

lead to sharp displeasure accompanied by severe curtailment of the

American support in other fields which Isracl needs so badly.”

As it tumed out, while such pressure was not enough to stop the Israel nuclear weapons
program, it was sufficient to keep it opaque.

The following discusses the formative years of the Israeli program and U.S.
efforts to persuade the Israelis not to publicly declare itself a nuclear weapons state when
it had the capacity. The evidence suggests that both the U.S. and Israel struggled with a
formula that would meet both countries countervailing interests. The result over the
course of several years was an understanding between the two countries that Israel would

not give up its nuclear option, but would refrain from being the first country in the

Middle East to introduce nuclear weapons.

a) Dimona Reactor Inspections

After the revelation that Israel was building a reactor in the Negev desert with
French assistance, the U.S. under President Kennedy began an earnest dialogue to
convince Israeli to forgo a nuclear weapons option. In contrast to the American assisted
Soreq facility, which was subjected to U.S. oversight and governed by a bi-lateral

agreement that prohibited military use,* the Dimona reactor had no such restrictions
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from any state, including France. The concern of course, was that Dimona facility would
be capable when it became operational of producing weapons grade plutonium, which
could be used in an explosion of a nuclear device.”” As such, the Kennedy administration
wanted access to Dimona to verify that it was indeed what the Israelis represented—that
it was designed for peaceful nuclear energy and not to build weapons.

The primary tactic the administration used was to urge the Israelis to grant
visitation and inspection rights to the new facility. Initially, the U.S. plan was to pressure
Israel to place Dimona under international safeguards when it became operational.”® As
reasoned by the Kennedy administration:

It would seem to us that if in fact Ben Gurion is telling truth in his

statement to Knesset and Isracli Ambassador’s reply to Secretary, most

effective manner by which Israel could allay hysterical Arab suspicions

would be for Israel to invite International Atomic Energy Organization to

send inspectors to check out the Beersheba reactor and report that it is

solely used for peaceful purposes. Here there might also be opportunity

for exercise of principle of continuous, effective inspection which is key

element in our proposals for control of armaments.>
The Israelis quickly rejected the prospect of general international inspection. Tel Aviv

reasoned in its general response that “[while Israel accepts the general principle of

international safeguards to assure the peaceful use of atomic energy, it believes also in
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equality; thus it does not propose to open the Dimona reactor to international inspection
until such inspection applies to comparable reactors everywhere.”*

As Israel was unwilling to subject the facility to international safeguards, this
mainly left the option of informal visits by American scientists. It was difficult for Israel
to deny access to U.S. scientists given their public representations about the nature of the
facility. Furthér, from the Kennedy administration’s perspective, if the reactor was
indeed for peaceful purposes, the inspections would serve the important function of
allowing the U.S. to reassure the Arab states. The administration further hoped that such
inspections would allow for continuing oversight in accordance with U.S. non-
proliferation goals.

Starting with the Kennedy administration, Washington was able to negotiate a
series of informal visits to Dimona by American scientists from 1961 through 1969.

Once some limited visits were conducted, the United States used the reported information
to then reassure other regional states of Israel’s benign nuclear intention. For exampie,
after a visit in the spring of 1961, the U.S. concluded that that “Dimona project appeared
of type and magnitude described publicly by Israel...our experts found no evidence
Israelis preparing produce weapons. We noted, accordingly, that observations US
scientists tended to support public and private assurances re peaceful intent Dimona

project. We further noted that highest levels this government opposed to proliferation

nuclear weapons production capabilities and had so informed Israel.”®! Similarly, after a
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visit the following year, Washington reported that “[r]ecently there has been a further
visit by American scientists to Dimona reactor. This enables us to renew statements of
June 1961 that latest observations again confirm Israeli statements that reactor intended
for peaceful purposes only. There NO repeat NO evidence of preparation for nuclear
weapons production.”?

Nonetheless, the inspections were contentious and short-lived. By June 1965, the
U.S. visits were being publicly picked up by the press,63 which would further hasten the
demise of the inspections. The Israelis resented the now public intrusion on their
sovereignty and suggestions were rife that American scientists were not actually privy to
Dimona’s real purpose as the visits were carefully structured. Eventually, by the Nixon
administration, Washington stopped requesting the visits. This change in American
policy was viewed by some as tacit acceptance that Israel was continuing with its nuclear
plans and the U.S. could not longer pretend otherwise. From the U.S. perspective, there
were concerns that if Israel were engaged in nuclear weapons activities that were not
detected by U.S. inspections, then the U.S. would be implicated if the nuclear activities

then became public.64
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b) Conventional Weapons Linkages

With prospects for the inspection regime dimming, U.S. presidential
administrations also sought to link U.S. supplied conventional weapons to Israel’s
nuclear posture. It was rationalized that Israel would be less willing to develop a nuclear
weapons option if they were more secure in conventional terms. Moreover, the implicit
threat that the U.S. could stop cooperating in the face of a public nuclear weapons
program was clearly understood by Israeli leaders.

Since its independence, Israel has faced a severe security environment in the
Middle East. With neighbors that threatened its existence, and the threat of a potentially
overwhelming conventional coalition from its adversaries, Israeli leaders pursued the
nuclear option as a weapon of last resort. While the United States did not embrace Israeli
nuclear deterrence as a preferred strategy, the leaders in Washington appeared to
understand the security reasons motivating Israel to develop a nuclear capability. For
example, U.S. officials understood that,

“[1]n the case of Israel the argument for the development of a national

nuclear capability is almost uniquely military; that is, as a reserve

deterrent power in a moment of desperate confrontation with Cairo. In

particular, the Israeli, with their extraordinarily heightened sense of

vulnerability, are worried about an Arab attack conducted so swiftly as to

make U.S. or Western support too late to be effective.”®

It made sense, then, from an American perspective, that any efforts to convince

the Israelis to forego the nuclear option would have to necessarily address its military

insecurity. As the CIA reported, “there would be a better than even chance that Israel

% Rostow, “A Way of Thinking About Nuclear Proliferation,” no. NP01046, 12.
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would develop such weapons if it felt that it was unable to maintain its military
superiority over the Arabs.”®

As previously discussed, a formal guarantee from the U.S. was not an option from
the leaders in Washington who also hoped to cultivate cooperation with the Arab states.
Additionally, it became less and less likely over time that Israel would sacrifice its
nuclear ambitions for any guarantees, fearing that such promises would not come to
fruition in the height of a crisis, or would come too late. Succinctly stated, Tel Aviv did
not “consider present US assurances adequate to protect Israel against attack.”®’

As such, the primary channel through which the United States could exert
pressure, or provide reassurances, was through the provision of conventional military
assistance. By arranging to supply the Israelis with conventional weapons, Washington
hoped to open an avenue of influence that entailed both inducements and threats. The
logic was that if Israel felt that it had conventional superiority over its neighbors, then it
would not be forced to rely on a nuclear deterrent. Further, as the Americans correctly
understood, the Israelis sought “a close military association with the United States to
supplement its independent military deterrent.”®® In short, the hope was that “providing

for Israel’s conventional military needs would result in two major benefits to the United

States: it would endow Israel with a sufficient deterrent capability that would reduce the
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danger of an Arab-initiated attack, and this in turn would lower Israel’s motivation for
developing a nuclear option.”®

Consistent with this approach, both the Kennedy and Johnson administrations
simultaneously provided increased conventional weapons assistance while also seeking to
minimize Israeli efforts to acquire nuclear weapons. For example, under the Kennedy
administration, the United States sold HAWK-SAM missiles to Israel as an inducement
to steer them away from nuclear weapons development.”® Assistance would grow under
the Johnson administration as he hoped to allay Israeli “fears of the Arabs and of their
precarious military situation so that they would turn away from the bomb.””" As such,
Washington also directly sold Israel offensive weapons with forty-eight Skyhawk planes
and two hundred Patton tanks.”

In exchange for U.S. military assistance, the Israelis were required to pledge that
they would not use the weapons for their nuclear weapons program and to reaffirm the
promise to not be the first state to introduce nuclear weapons into the regioﬁ. This meant
that despite some presidential advisors’ recommendations, the sale of the Skyhawk planes
was not conditional on requiring the Israelis to completely give up their nuclear

program.”
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While the Americans used the promise of increased access to U.S. conventional
military systems to extract promises of nuclear restraint from the Israelis, it is also
important to note that Israel was not without leverage. Indeed, given U.S. interests in the
region, and its clear stance on non-proliferation, the Israelis had an implicit threat that
they could choose an open nuclear posture in the event of a conventional shortfall. Prime
Minister Eshkol recognized this and saw the nuclear program, in addition to providing
Isracl with a last resort nuclear capability, as a bargaining chip vis-a-vis the U.S.”* And,
as previously discussed, U.S. officials recognized this in their justification for increasing
American aid to Israel as a way to ensure that the Israelis were not tempted to go nuclear
because they could feel secure with their conventional superiority.

Shortly thereafter, Israel purchased fifty Phantom fighters from the U.S. As
public speculation at the time suggested, the “US would not have sold Phantoms without
an assurance from Israel that it would not go nuclear and would possibly even adhere to
the NPT...this line of reasoning is founded on the assumption that the US is actively
exploiting the leverage conferred by Phantoms to ‘Buy off” the Israeli nuclear weapons
program.””® While Israel was willing to make promises that it would not use the planes

to carry nuclear weapons, it also “made it entirely clear that it opposed any linkage

between the sale of fighter planes and Washington’s demands of Israel on the Dimona

™ Avner Cohen, Israel and the Bomb (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 240.

 David K.E. Bruce to State Department, “Israel’s Nuclear Policy,” 16 January 1969, Weapons of Mass
Destruction {Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. WM00134, 2.
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issue.”’® For his part, Kissinger considered withholding the delivery of the Phantoms as
an option to exert additional leverage on Tel Aviv if needed to achieve Israeli
reassurances.’’

Still, there were obvious limits to the amount of pressure the U.S. was willing to
impose. Washington did not want to take measures that would be counterproductive by
making Israel more insecure conventionally. Additionally, the Israelis imposed their own
conditions by refusing American efforts to link conventional assistance with activity at
Dimona. And ultimately both sides recognized that they shared an interest in continued
cooperation. Further, as time went on, such cooperation would be threatened as a matter
of American law if Israel publicly acknowledged its growing nuclear capability. In this
event, under the Glenn and Symington Amendments, military and economic assistance to
any country acquiring nuclear weapons would, by requirement, be cut off.”® Thus,
neither side had a strong interest in revealing the Israeli program.

Despite these limitations, the importance of U.S. conventional support on Israel is
rated of very high importance in affecting Israeli opacity according to some former
officials. Reportedly:

“Late ambassador Paul C. Warnke confirmed that the United States had

conditioned the supply of offensive weapons to Israel on its refraining

from conducting nuclear tests. If Israel carried out a test, the United States
had the legal instruments not only to cease the supply of attack weapons,

76 Shalom, Israel’s Nuclear Option, 134,
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but also to demand that Israel return some of the armaments already

supplied. Warnke added that Israel had adopted the nuclear ambiguity

policy at America’s insistence. He put it like this: ‘I think we preferred

the fact that Israel was not declaring that it had targeted some potential

enemy with nuclear weapons.””

Thus, in the end, the Americans were partially successful. The Israelis were
strongly motivated to cooperate with the U.S. in order to gain access to more
sophisticated conventional wéapons than they would have otherwise had. However, Tel

Aviv was only willing to trade so far, limiting the quid pro quo to an opaque nuclear

stance rather than giving up the entire program.

¢) U.S. Economic Leverage

Over time, the economic assistance the United States provided to Israel was
substantial for the small country and continued to grow with each successive presidential
administration. For example, U.S. aid to Israel was $40 million dollars during the last
year of the Kennedy administration.*® By 1965, the Johnson administration raised it
some 80 percent to reach $71 million, and the following year another increase of 80
percent, and aid totaled $130 million.®! There were further increases under the Nixon

administration, with aid increasing to the $500-$600 million range, compared to the

™ Quoted in Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 343.
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previous $100 million per year.®? Similarly, after the 1973 Yom Kippur War, aid jumped
to $2.6 billion for fiscal 1974 and a similar level in fiscal 1976.%

This assistance also provided the Americans with another source of leverage over
the Israeli nuclear program. For example, Washington confronted Israel about its $80
million dollar nuclear project, which was significant given the amount of U.S. aid Israel
received.®” Similarly, the Israelis were informed that their missile program (required over
the long run to deliver nuclear weapons) was “hellishly expensive,” which was intended
to convey to Tel Aviv that “it would not be allowed to fritter away such ;ums on defense
projects whose effectiveness the administration doubted.”®®

Given the American grip on the purse strings, it was further implied that with U.S.
financial support and opposition to the spread of nuclear weapons, the continuation of the
nuclear program could have “gravest consequences” for the U.S.-Israeli cooperation.’® In
1965, the Johnson administration also hinted that it considered imposing economic
sanctions on Israel if it continued down the nuclear path. And “[w]ith the Israeli

economy entering a steep economic slump, the White House expressed surprise at

82 Charles Lipson, “American Support for Israel: History, Sources, Limits,” in U.S.-Israeli Relations at the
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Israel’s willingness to divert vast sums on exorbitant projects such as the Dimona reactor
and French surface-to-surface missiles.”®’

While the United States never followed through with its threats, their existence
suggests that the Israelis were put on notice that the U.S. took the Dimona activities very
seriously. Moreover, because U.S. domestic law required a cut off in assistance to newly
nuclearized states, Israel could be certain that publicly declaring their capability or testing
would result in a loss of American support.

Additionally, the evidence suggests that Israeli leaders were acutely aware of the
costs of the nuclear program, making them sensitive fo the difficulties in paying for
conventional weapons. For example, one Knesset member responded to Ben-Gurion’s
Dimona statement that “the production of nuclear arms is a veritable suicide for small
countries all the more as such production does not prevent those countries from allocating
huge sums of money for conventional armament.”®® This also made them more
vulnerable to U.S. forms of economic and conventional pressures. Concerns such as

these provided further incentives to keep Israel’s nuclear progress hidden from public

view so as to not trigger a cut off in U.S. financial and conventional weapons assistance.

D. The Truce Between the U.S. & Israel

With the foregoing factors informing negotiations, Washington and Tel Aviv
engaged in on ongoing, intensive dialogue over the course of several years as to Israel’s

nuclear ambitions. The result of these diplomatic exchanges and negotiations was the

%7 Shalom, Israel’s Nuclear Option, 127.
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agreed upon formula that Isracl would not be the first state to introduce nuclear weapons
into the Middle East.

The basis of this understanding began under the Kennedy administration and was
prompted under pressure to open up Dimona to inspections. During one of the meetings
to discuss Israeli nuclear intentions, Shimon Peres met with President Kennedy as a
representative of Ben-Gurion. During this meeting, Kennedy reportedly directly asked
Peres if Israel was making an atomic bomb. Unprepared for this direct approach, Peres
improvised by stating, “I can say to you clearly that we shall not introduce atomic
weapons into the region. We will certainly not be the first to do so. We have no interest
in it, indeed the contrary is true. Our interest is in lessening of the tension of the arms
race, event to total disarmament.”®

Successive Israeli governments would similarly seek to deflect U.S. pressure by
characterizing the reactor as peaceful. For example, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol
followed the precedent set before him stating in 1963 that ““I desire to confirm Mr. Ben-
Gurion’s clear assurance on the [peaceful] character and purpose of the Dimona
reactor.” For its part, the U.S. continued to push for a clearer definition of what the
“introduction” of nuclear weapons in the region would mean according to the Israeli
government. The documents and reports from this time suggest a struggle to formulate a
stance that would accommodate U.S. interests in opacity while at the same time provide

for Israeli deterrence needs.
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This understanding was reached in a dialogue between Warnke representing the
United States and Rabin and Israeli Air Force commander Hod. In the conversation, the
discussion centered on whether testing and a public announcement would constitute an
“introduction.” Initially, Rabin agreed that introduction meant a physical presence of
nuclear weapons.”! However, Commander Hod suggested that testing was important to
whether or not nuclear weapons were introduced.”” From here, the Israeli perspective
developed that simply having nuclear weapons was not enough. Rather, according to
Rabin, “a state possessed nuclear weapons only if they had been tested and proven
functional.”®® Rabin also noted that an additional component to introducing weapons to

the region included “notoriety.”**

When specifically asked whether an advertised, but
untested nuclear weapon would be considered an introduction, Rabin replied “Yes. That
would be introduction.”® In short, from the Israeli perspective, either a public
announcement or testing constituted introducing nuclear weapons into the Middle East.
Rabin in particular was concerned with the requirements of deterrence as well.
From his perspective, “‘introduction’ of nuclear weapons were intended to deter the other

side, not destroy it. Therefore, each side had to be aware of the other’s nuclear

arsenal.”” Similarly, he is reported as saying, “[t]here must be public acknowledgement.
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The purpose of nuclear weapons is not to use the weapon itself, but to use its deterrent
power. Idon’t believe any power that has nuclear weapons plans to use them, although
you cannot ever be sure. Ninety-nine percent of their value is deterrence.”’

From this dialogue, an understanding solidified as to Israel’s policy of opacity.
The United States was not fully satisfied with the Israeli perspective that either testing or
openly declaring were the only way to introduce nuclear weapons, and considered Israeli
possession of nuclear weapons as introduction.”® The concern from Washington was that
the Israeli formulation left it with considerable room to maneuver. It left open the option
for Israel to develop nuclear weapons but to not “introduce” them through testing or
public declaration.”

Phrased another way, "[s]uch a pledge can be interpreted as a ‘no first use or test’
policy, ruling out public announcement (‘introduction’) of a bomb but not its actual
development, full or partial.”'® This leeway was, of course, what made the formula
work for the Israelis, given their determination to develop a nuclear deterrent. Not only

could Israel develop nuclear weapons without violating its agreement with the United

States, but also it allowed Israel some measure of deterrence through uncertainty because

*7 Quoted in Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 311,
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Israel still had the ability to develop weapons. In short, by this statement, Israel does not
deny that it has nuclear weapons.'®'

While the U.S. clearly would have preferred a different formula, there was both
an understanding in Washington for the reasons behind the Israeli need for a deterrent, as
well as fesi gnation that the U.S. was not willing to sacrifice its relationship with them to
prevent it. As such, the American goal shifted to persuading Israel to keep its promise
not to be the first state to introduce nuclear weapons into the region. As Warnke noted,
the U.S. was concerned about the risks stemming from Israel being a nuclear power, but
this risk would be even greater if they acknowledged they were a nuclear power.'® In
short, Warnke summarized the U.S. position as “‘[w]e hoped that we would persuade
Israel not to develop nuclear weapons. So my own sense was, if it became a declared
nuclear power then there was a greater risk of proliferation. If you got one keep it
undercover, don’t publicly advertise the fact that you are a nuclear power.””'%

Since that formulation, the U.S. has sought to hold the Israelis to the public
posture of denial even as it became apparent that Israel had a nuclear option and would
not roll it back. At the same time, Washington remained equally committed to not
publicly recognizing or revealing Israel’s nuclear progress; it chose to remain complicit

even in the face of clear evidence. For example, by 1968, some of the top leadership in

the Washington considered it a foregone conclusion that the Israelis had the bomb.
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However, they were so obsessive about the secrecy of the program, the information was
strictly limited. As Carl Duckett later revealed, the “CIA had drafted a National
Intelligence Estimate on Israel’s nuclear capability in 1968. In it was the conclusion that
the Israelis had nuclear weapons. He showed it to Mr. Helms. Helms told him not to
publish it and he would take it up with President Johnson. Mr. Helms later related that he
had spoken to the President, that the President was concerned, and that he had said ‘Don’t
tell anyone else, even Dean Rusk and Robert McNamara.””'®

The crucial understanding reached between Israel and the United States under the
Kennedy and Johnson administrations—mainly that Israel would not be the first state to
introduce nuclear weapons into the region—was further entrenched under the Nixon
administration. The Nixon administration eventually reached a meeting of the minds
between Nixon, Kissinger and Golda Meir, that Israeli nuclear weapons were inevitable
and simply had to determine the best way to manage the relationship. To be sure,
relations were not always entirely smooth, but during the Nixon administration, Israeli
leaders felt safe “coming clean” with its program to the U.S.

As Golda Meir has previously advocated to Ben-Gurion, Isracl now had the
opportunity to be dirgctly honest with the United States regarding its nuclear capabilities

and intention. As Prime Minister, she met with Nixon and held “a serious and sincere

"% Nuclear Regulatory Commission, “Inquiry into the Testimony of the Executive Direct for Operations,”
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discussion on Israel’s strategic weapons and to tell the truth,” as she had wanted to do
since the beginning,'®®

The revelations were no surprise to the White House, particularly Kissinger who
believed that nuclear weapons were inevitable given the security environment. Indeed,
Kissinger reportedly believed that rather than fighting India and Israel in their pursuit of
nuclear weapons, the administration should assist, or at least not hinder them, in order to
strengthen the West.'%® Nonetheless, he still sought to formulate a policy that would be
advantageous to U.S. interests in the region.

From Kissinger’s perspective, Washington could live with a secret nuclear
program; however, the real issue was that Israel’s missile program would reveal Tel
Aviv’s true nuclear intentions. As detailed in a meeting to assess options for addressing
Israel’s program, policy analysts determined that,

“if Israel signs the NPT and gives appropriate assurances on not deploying

nuclear weapons, we could live with a secret research and development

program. Missiles, however, are a special problem. Once deployed, the

world would be convinced that Israel had nuclear warheads. It just didn’t

make sense to have a highly expensive missile that would land somewhere

within a half-mile of the target to carry only ‘five hundred pounds’ (sic) of

high explosive.”!"’

It seems as if even that the missile program wasn’t necessarily opposed by Kissinger, in

principle. Rather, the publicity was of greater concern. Indeed, there was the idea that if
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Israel agreed to not deploy missiles but kept them hidden, this would not be “completely
inconsistent with U.S. interests.”'*®

At the same meeting, U.S. officials discussed options that focused on Israel
keeping its nuclear capabilities secret. Ideas floated at the meeting included: 1) seeking
Israeli adherence to the NPT; 2) seeking private, bilateral assurances that Israel would not
deploy or test nuclear explosive devices; 3) creating circumstances in which Israel would
not “announce” a nuclear capability and would maintain secrecy on its research and
development activity; and 4) gaining Israel’s agreemeﬁt not to carry forward any further
developments in the weapons field.'®

As with prior administrations, the Nixon presidency wanted to avoid any possible
accusations of collusion with the Israelis. Consistent with previous U.S. policy, the best
way to do this was with the opaque nuclear posture. As explicitly determined,

“[t]here was some discussion of whether in light of belief that Israel had

developed nuclear weapons, we could now seek to get agreement from

Israel that it would not develop a nuclear explosive device. The consensus

was that we should, that this would serve to force Israel to ‘hide’ its

program, and that this would limit any aspect of collusion.”!*?
And as before, Washington remained concerned that an Israeli test would provoke the

Arab states.'!! Given the context of this relationship, and while recognizing that the

Nixon/Meir documents are not declassified, there is a general belief that Nixon promised
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that Israel will have ready access to U.S. conventional weapons in exchange for the
Israeli bomb staying “in the basement,” absent circumstances of extreme emergency.''?
This outcome was the result of “intensive, ongoing dialogue that began with the
Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon administrations. Essentially, the policy of nuclear opacity
is tied to a secret, multi-layered set of understandings between the two countries, so that
Israel cannot abandon this policy without American approval.”! 13

On the basis of the now candid relationship between the two states that continued
to grow closer, the negotiated policy has appeared to work extraordinarily well for both
sides. For Israel, it perceives that it has garnered some measure of deterrence through
uncertainty with the very existence of Dimona. Indeed, as time marched on, suspicions,
hints, and unofficial revelations such as through former Dimona technician Mordechai
Vanunu, there is little doubt that Israel has developed a sophisticated nuclear capability.
And clearly Israel maintains a formidable conventional arsenal, assisted in no small
measure by the United States. From the perspective of the United States, it has kept itself
publicly distanced from the Israeli nuclear program while maintaining them as an ally.
Additionally, Washington was free to push its non-proliferation agenda, while
simultaneously seeking regional Middle East peace and minimizing Soviet intervention in
the area during the Cold War. An overt Israeli nuclear arsenal would have jeopardized

the American ability to pursue these foreign policy goals. '
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I11. Regional Security Environment

Regional pressures ultimately influenced Israel’s decision to retain an opaque
nuclear posture. However, Israeli leaders initially grappled with the countervailing
pressures of seeking to achieve and maintain a nuclear monopoly while deterring its Arab
enemies. Deterrence required, at a minimum, some uncertainty as to Israel’s nuclear
status prior to it having a deliverable capability. As such, Israel resisted early efforts to
reassure other regional states as to its capabilities and intentions. Yet, at the same time, if
Israel appeared to achieve a nuclear capability, this would place substantial pressure on
its regional neighbors to respond in order to counter the Israeli threat while catering to
their domestic populations. Over time, once it became apparent that the region would not
be quickly nuclearized, and indeed the majority of the Arab states preferred a non-nuclear
path, Israel’s chosen posture of opacity was reinforced. This enabled Israel to preserve
its nuclear monopoly and rely mainly on conventional superiority. Israel’s nuclear
posture further reduced the risk that the Soviet Union would either provide nuclear
assistance or intervene on behalf of Arab states and shift the conventional balance of
power away from Israel’s favor.

On the other side of the equation, the financial, technological, and lack of external
support from other states militated against a nuclear solution for most Arab states in the
Middle East. Additionally, because Israel was largely seen as acquiring a nuclear
capability for its own survival, rather than to dominate the region, security did not require
mutual deterrence as long as Israel refrained from issuing nuclear threats. However,

choosing to not acquire nuclear weapons was not a foregone conclusion, given the status
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of the conflict in the Middle East and rhetoric used to unite the domestic populations
against Israel. This meant that if Arab leaders acknowledged Israeli nuclear capability,
they would have to justify to their domestic constituents their overall lack of a response.
Israeli opacity allowed them to forego a nuclear response, while issuing threats that they
would respond if Israel crossed the nuclear threshold.

Finally, the United States played a role in the regional dynamics. Washington’s
interest was to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons, minimize Middle East conflicts,
and limit Soviet intervention in the region. It did so by seeking to pressure Israel to
reassure its neighbors regarding the nuclear issues, and other attempts to reduce
incentives that would lead to further horizontal proliferation. The cumulative effects of

these factors are discussed below.

A. Israeli Nuclear Deterrence and Maintaining the Monopoly

Israel’s deterrence posture was conducive to maintaining a policy of nuclear
ambiguity for several reasons. Early in its development, Israel sought to garner some
measure of deterrence through uncertainty, at least until it developed a deliverable
capability. By that time, the benefits of an opaque stance were becoming more apparent.
Additionally, because Israel sought to maintain a nuclear monopoly in the region, and its
nuclear capability was reserved as ‘weapons of last resort’, it neither needed to
demonstrate its capability, nor had the incentive to do so in the absence of threats to state

survival.
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1. Deterrence Through Uncertainty

Israel developed a nuclear weapons capability in order to deter its regional
enemies, which had combined superior resources and a population that could threaten
Israel’s existence. This meant that Israel considered the deterrent effects of its nuclear
program both during the initial development phase when it did not yet have a capability,
and thereafter when it had the capability but the already established policy of nuclear
opacity. It is during the former time period that Israel necessarily relied on “deterrence
through uncertainty” by seeking to keep its enemies guessing as to its capabilities until it
actually achieved nuclear option. Uncertainty meant both disguising Israel’s actual
intentions to achieve a bomb capability while at the same time keeping other states
questioning the accuracy of this stance. This is, of course, a fine line between deterrence
through uncertainty and provoking one’s adversaries to counteract a nuclear threat, while
also seeking to reassure friendly states.

For example, the London Daily Express reported that U.S. officials considered
Israeli denials related to Dimona to be a “cover-up to avert the strong reaction the Israelis
expect from Abdul Nasser and other anti-Israel leaders in the Middle East.”!'!® Yet, this
is in contrast with some Israeli leaders seeking to prevent the U.S. with “reassuring”

16
Nasser. '

Indeed, Israel was resistant to U.S. efforts to inspect the Dimona facility and
then pass on the “peaceful” nature of the program to Egyptian leaders. Instead, Israeli

leaders argued that “”’{i]n certain circumstances a virtuous woman may not want to
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appear virtuous.” (Chaim Yahil in May 1963, referring to a US request to reassure
President Nasser about the peaceful nature of activities at Dimona.)”!!”

Along these lines, Shimon Peres argued to U.S. leaders that it was in “Israel’s
highest interest to leave Nasser in a state of uncertainty regarding the level of
development and objectives of the Dimona Project.”! 18 Otherwise, “if the reactor were
monitored by an intemational team . . . nothing suspicious would be discovered, and the
information would be relayed to Egypt. Egypt could breathe more easily, but this would
detract from Israel’s deterrence power.”!'® Similarly, as incoming Prime Minister Eshkol
rejected American requests to reassure Nasser, as it was good for Nasser to worry about
Israel’s capabilities since Nasser often threatened war on Israel.'*® Eshkol further
communicated to President Johnson that Nasser was building an Egyptian nuclear
capability, which he would do even if he was reassured that Dimona was for peaceful
purposes only.'?! Therefore, although Israel “was not engaged in nuclear weapons

»122 it would not be in its interests to communicate the same to its enemies.

production,
This stance was premised as least in part on the belief that Middle East proliferation was

inevitable.
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Early Israeli efforts to establish deterrence through uncertainty was not lost on
U.S. leadership. For example, an airgram sent to the State Department during the
Johnson administration with “Deterrence by uncertainty” written in the margins next to
“[t]he shroud of secrecy on Dimona was and is part of an overall security blanket to keep
the Arabs from being sure about any facet of Israel’s strength.”'® Further, as reported
from an American perspective, Washington did not believe that Dimona was simply a
bluff to create a question of an Israeli nuclear deterrence and rather accurately estimated
that the facility was designed to develop a weapons capability:

“High officials of the GOI have frequently admitted, however, that they

are quite glad to “keep Nasser worried” on this subject. This element of

psychological warfare is stated by Israeli officials to be the reason for the

extraordinary security precautions which have surrounded Dimona from

its inception. The extent to which this bluff is actually useful to Israel is

debatable; it may even be counterproductive through creating a distrust

stimulating the Arabs to greater efforts (nuclear and otherwise) against

Israel. In any case, it seems unlikely that any large fraction of the $60

million already spent at Dimona can be justified in terms of the bluff value

of the installation.”***
Indeed, U.S. officials noted that when viewed as a security safeguard by being capable of
making nuclear weapons in a very short period of time “if the international situation
should appear to require it” then “it is quite remarkable how much progress Israel has

made along the path to a nuclear weapon.”'>
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2. Maintaining the Nuclear Monopoly

Israel was the first state in the Middle East to develop a nuclear option, giving it a
regional nuclear monopoly. At the same time that Israel sought to deter its adversaries, it
also formulated a policy of denying other states in the region the same nuclear capability
if possible. Israel’s goal of achieving and maintaining a nuclear monopoly in the Middle
East required twin efforts: to acquire its own nuclear option while simultaneously
preventing another Arab state from doing the same.

As previously discussed, opacity assisted the Israelis in their own efforts because
it shielded the program external interference during its infancy. That is, Israel had to
ensure that it could protect its own nascent capability being developed at Dimona long
enough to successfully have a credible deterrent. Furthermore, to maintain its monopoly,
Israel sought to reduce Arab state incentives and capability to acquire their own nuclear
option. Opacity eventually became important for minimizing some Arab states’
incentives, notably Egypt during the 1960s and 1970s, to acquire their own nuclear
capability.

Israel had strong incentives to prevent other regional states from acquiring a
similar capability that would dilute its own threat. The nuclear monopoly means that
Israel retains the ultimate trump card for its security, one that could be used if necessary
against a non-nuclear state in dire circumstances. For this reason, Israel developed the
longstanding policy that it will not tolerate nuclear weapons in the region.

This policy has, at times, required extraordinary efforts by the Israelis. There are

numerous instances of suspected Israeli sabotage of nuclear equipment destined for Arab
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states in the Middle East.'*® Additionally, during the construction of Iraq’s Osirak
reactor, the Israelis are suspected of having sabotaged the facility three times prior to

127" And of course, the most prominent example of Israel’s

destroying the facility.
determination to retain a nuclear monopoly was demonstrated by the 1981 Israeli attack
on the Osirak reactor. This event was understood by Arab states as Israel’s attempt to
make its nuclear monopoly in the Middle East permanent.'?®

What is further particularly notable about the attack on Osirak was the muted U.S.
response. Washington condemned the attack as destabilizing and promised to investigate
allegations that the Israelis used U.S. jets to conduct the strike. If so, then the U.S.
government would have been mandated under the Arms Export Control Act to cut off
military assistance, as required when a country substantially violates the terms of the
transfer agreement. Privately, the U.S. government evaluated whether the Israeli use of
U.S. arms may have violated the agreement in “legitimate self-defense.”'* Finally, the

U.S. conducted a review and suspended the delivery of four F-15 planes that were

scheduled to be shipped.'*® This was of little consequence to Israel’s nuclear policy at

2% pry, Israel’s Nuclear Arsenal, 34.

127 Catudal, Israel’s Nuclear Weaponry, 101.

128 Shai Feldman, “Israeli Deterrence and the Gulf War,” in Deterrence in the Middle East: Where Theory
and Practice Converge, Aharon Klieman and Ariel Levite, eds. JCSS Study no. 22 (Boulder: Westview
Press, 1993), 126.
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no. TE00672, 1.
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this time as the CIA had already estimated that Isracl possessed between ten and twenty |
nuclear weapons that could be delivered as either bombs or with the indigenously

produced Jericho missiles."!

In short, Israel was determined to maintain its monopoly
status and it did not face substantial resistance by the U.S. or other states in doing so,
given the threat of spreading nuclear proliferation.

Eventually, and for the reasons set forth more fully below, Israel's intent to keep
other states from developing a nuclear capability in the Middle East became a further
incentive for keeping its capability discreet. Mainly, as other states in the region did not
have readily available options to counter the Israeli nuclear progress, maintaining a
nuclear monopoly continued to be a viable strategy. This subtle but important
recognition occurred under Prime Minister Eshkol’s tenure, when he became concerned
that Israeli activities would increase Egypt’s motivation to acquire nuclear weapons. As
such, maintaining opacity was seen as a potential way to “deter the Egyptians while at the
same time communicating reports designed to calm them.”'*? In short, there became no
reason to provoke its adversaries with a visible nuclear posture if a primary goal was to
reduce their motivation for acquiring a counter capability. At the same time, as discussed

below, Arab states have largely not acknowledged Israel’s nuclear capability, instead

relying on threats to respond if Israel openly acknowledged its nuclear capability.

13! Tudith Miller, “3 Nations Widening Nuclear Contacts,” New York Times Article, 28 June 1981, Nuclear
Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP01902, 2.

132 Shalom, Israel’s Nuclear Option, 143.
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B. Regional Benefits from Ambiguity

Initially, regional constraints did not factor heavily into Israeli calculations.
Rather, Israel seemed resigned that the Middle East would become nuclearized and
sought to gain as much as possible from its own potential deterrence by minimizing
reassurances to Arab states. It was the United States that was primarily concerned with
Arab and Soviet responses, and in seeking to minimize these fears, pressured Israel to
keep its nuclear ambitions muted. Over time, as the Middle East did not swiftly
transform into a nuclear arena, either from indigenous development or Soviet
involvement, the benefits of opacity became apparent. Regional considerations then
played a more significant role in providing benefits that further weighed in favor of
maintaining opacity. -That is, the regional constraints were more indirect in that they

were channeled through the U.S., which in turn was the primary source of pressure.

1. Early U.S. Reassurances & Muted Arab Response

Israeli ambiguity, coupled with U.S. efforts to reassure Arab states of Israel’s
benign nuclear intentions, served initially to buy Israel time to complete the Dimona
reactor. When construction of the Dimona reactor became public in the early 1960s, it
heightened anxiety among Israel’s Arab neighbors as to Israeli intentions. While the U.S.
sought to reassure the region and downplay the significance of the reactor, several Arab
states issued statements expressing their concern and threatening that they would respond

by acquiring a nuclear capability themselves.
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For example, Nasser’s response to Ben-Gurion’s announcement in the Knesset in
1960 was that Egypt would, if Israel developed nuclear weapons, launch a preemptive
war.'*® The Dimona reactor would also lead to an increased determination to build a
larger reactor, where previously they had done nothing more than talk about it."** In
response to U.S. efforts to assure the Government of Jordan, its representatives stressed
that if “Israel has intention making atom bomb later on Arabs will not delay getting their
own.”** Similarly, the U.S. embassy in Lebanon noted there were still calls for an Arab
bomb in response to Dimona, although efforts there to reduce the anxiety were working
to the extent that the government toned down its rhetoric and there were less newspaper
reports.136

For its part, the U.S. was actively trying to reassure the Arab states as to Israel’s
peaceful intentions. It sought to communicate that the U.S. was in no way involved in
;

Dimona and that it had received Israeli reassurances that it had no nuclear intentions.'?

Washington also signaled that it was committed to maintaining its stance towards non-

13 Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 200.

¥ Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 189.

"% Sheldon T. Mills to State Department, “Appraisal of Atomic Developments in Israel Is Given to
Jordan,” 24 December 1960, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive
and Proquest, 2008), no. NP00729, 1.

1%6 Robert M. McClintock to State Department, “Lebanese Foreign Minister is Questioned About the Israel
Nuclear Reactor,” 29 December 1960, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security
Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP00732, 1.

7 William C. Lakeland to State Department, “Embassy's Efforts to Set the Record Straight on Israeli
Atomic Energy Activities,” 30 December 1960, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National
Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no. NP00733, 1.
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proliferation and would continue to follow the Israeli development closely.'*®
Apparently, these efforts were at least partly successful through 1965. It was reported
that the Dimona matter was mentioned occasionally between the Americans and
Egyptians from 1961 through 1965, and that United States “seemed to take the Israeli

reactor far more seriously than Egypt did.”"*’

2. Increase in Public Threats

Still, by the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was considerable concern again

140

among the Arabs states that Israel was pursuing a weapons option. ~ Without a public

Israeli nuclear weapons program, there was less incentive for other states in the region to

acquire that same.'"!

With Israeli nuclear weapons, Egypt was the most vulnerable to
attack and “for its own survival, the UAR probably sees advantages in preventing the use
of nuclear weapons, and therefore also their introduction into the area.”'*? Furthermore,
Egypt also stood to lose the most politically. With Egypt ostensibly the political leader in

the region, U.S. estimates concluded that “Nasser’s image as the dynamic leader of Arab

nationalism is strengthened by his ability to display advanced military technology. It is

13 Macomber, “Additional Recent Information on the Israeli Atomic Energy Program,” no. NP00744, 1-2.

1% Rarpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 202.

1% pry, Israel’s Nuclear Arsenal, 30. Nonetheless, this did not stop the 1973 war, either because it was a
war of limited objectives, or the Soviets might intervene and thus keep the Israelis from using nuclear
force, or Egypt and Syria did not really believe that Israel had in fact developed a nuclear capability yet.
See, e.g., Ibid., 31. However, later reports suggest that Israeli leaders did in fact prepare nuclear bombs but
then the battle turned to Israel’s favor. Ibid., 31-32.

“1'U.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP01079, 23.

2U.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
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clear that the UAR’s political position would be weakened if Israel were to acquire a
nuclear status and the UAR did not.”'*

In response renewed suspicions of Israeli intentions, several of the Arab states
increased their own rhetoric with threats that they considered the Dimona reactor a casus
belli, given the potential threat it posed to other states. As public rhetoric increased there
were further specific threats to conduct a preemptive attack the Dimona facility. For
example, by 1966 Nasser was publicly and privately threatening to possibly launch a
preemptive strike on Israel before Dimona went fully nuclear.'** According to U.S.
analysts, the Israeli threat that would motivate this attack would be if it became apparent
that the Israelis either had, or would shortly have, nuclear weapons. If this were the case,
then “the Egyptian objective would be to destroy the Israel facilities as quickly and as
effectively as possible and then retire behind the frontier counting on international public
opinion and pressure to prevent Israel from retaliating.”**> The Egyptians would label
such actions, if taken, as defensive.'*°

Additionally, public statements were issued that the Israeli program justified
regional proliferation. Indeed, the “most frequent Arab response to the development of

95147

Israel’s nuclear weapons has been to threaten to procure them themselves. For

3 U.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP01079, 22.

144 Aronson, Israel’s Nuclear Programme, 54.
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example, by 1974, President Sadat promised that “if Israel intends to introduce nuclear
weapons into this area [the Middle East], we too will find a way of acquiring such
weapons.”'*® The Syrians similarly threatened that an Israeli nuclear option left the
Arabs with the choice of either preventing Israel from gaining them or countering them
with their own acquisition. Of these two alternatives, President Assad suggested that the
alternative of acquiring weapons was more promising as a response.'*’ Along the same
lines, by the mid-1970s, Iraqi leaders were justifying the Osirak reactor as a necessary

response to Israel’s nuclear weapons program.

C. Factors Militating Against Arab Nuclear Weapons

Despite these public and private threats, the regional states did not have the
indigenous capability to counter Israel in the nuclear field in the 1960s. Egypt was the
most likely candidate, based both on motivation and resources. However, Washington
was convinced that Egypt did not have the facilities.!”® Egypt’s program also faced a

151

severe shortage of personnel, materials, and money. °° Indeed, the economic factor alone

148 Catudal, Israel’s Nuclear Weaponry, 96.

19 Catudal, Israel’s Nuclear Weaponry, 96, quoting interview on Cairo Radio, December 17, 1976.
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was “almost overwhelmingly against [Egypt] developing a nuclear weapon.”'> In short,
based on technological and economic deficiencies, it was estimated that Egypt did not
have the capability to undertake a national nuclear weapons program in the foreseeable
future.">?

The U.S. was still concerned that Egypt might try nonetheless to acquire a nuclear
capability from external sources. Washington thus sought to work out a qualitative arms

154

limitation solution in the Middle East to prevent a nuclear arms race. ~" There was some

success on this front as Nasser eventually gave reassurances to the U.S. that Egypt would
not develop nuclear weapons.'*>

However, the concern remained that if Egypt had to respond to a publicly nuclear
Israel, Soviet provisions of nuclear weapons could potentially be a reality. In particular,
Washington believed that the potential existed for Egypt, lacking its own indigenous
capability, to turn to the Soviets for nuclear and conventional support in order to balance
against the growing Israeli capability. According to U.S. estimates:

“If Israel were to develop a nuclear weapon, the pressure on the UAR

military would be so great that it would seek every means to obtain a

matching deterrent. Since it is unlikely the UAR could develop its own

nuclear weapon, the UAR would press the Soviet Union...to supply the
means or the weapons. The Soviet Union would almost certainly not

132 U.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP01079, 23.
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supply weapons, but it might use the opportunity to acquire a nuclear

missile base in the UAR and concomitant leverage over UAR foreign

policy.”!*
Consistent with these concerns, there were some reports that the Egyptians did approach
the Soviets for nuclear assistance. The evidence suggests that the Soviets refused to
provide either nuclear weapons or the technology to develop them.'”” Yet, there is also
information that the “Soviets extended a vague nuclear guarantee to Egypt late in 1965.
According to a carefully worded press report from Cairo on February 4, 1966, Soviet
Deputy Minister of Defense Marshal Grechko ‘reportedly refused to provide Egypt with
nuclear weapons but pledged protection if Israel developed or obtained such arms.””'*®

While the Soviets appeared less than enthusiastic about supplying Arab states
with nuclear weapons, technology, or even security guarantees, it was uncertain at the
time whether or not the Soviets would inject themselves into the conflict and was reason
to practice nuclear restraint. This has led some analysts to conclude that Moscow
therefore also seemed to prefer that Israel keep its nuclear activities secret.'”

Israel would have an additional conventional problem by provoking Moscow’s

client states. Soviet officials told the West that if Israel attacked Syria, even in a

13 U.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP01079, 22.
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conventional capacity, the USSR would assist its ally with military force, and even
possibly tactical nuclear weapons if necessary.160 This necessarily meant that Israeli
security planners had to calculate the potential and accompanied risks of Soviet
intervention on behalf of its client states.

In short, openly declaring would increase the incentives for outside powers to
transfer nuclear weapons or technology to an Arab state and “would thus endanger the
advantages of Israel’s conventional superiority which, so long as it lasts, is still preferable
to any other conceivable military situation.”'®! Of even more concern, the evidence
suggests that the “Soviet views of Israel’s nuclear option played at least an important role
in Israeli deliberations regarding Egypt’s challenge in May 1967.°'%* After the 1967 war,
there was reportedly some concern by the Israeli leaders that the Soviet Union would
preemptively strike the Dimona facility and thereby kill the nascent nuclear weapons
program.'® For these reasons, from Israel’s perspective, it had little inéentive to
exacerbate relations or a regional arms race by demonstrating its nuclear capabilities.

With few prospects for either acquiring their own nuclear capability, or garnering
Soviet assistance—at least while Israel remained opaque—Egypt also sought to

downplay the significance of Israel’s nuclear capability. Part of this reason was

'60 Catudal, Israel’s Nuclear Weaponry, 93, citing Leonard C. Spector, New Nuclear Nations (New York:
Vintage Books, 1985), 134.
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practica By not directly acknowledging the Israeli capability, it reduced incentives

for the Arab states to develop a nuclear response. Opacity enabled the Egyptian
government to avoid explaining its relative lack of response to the Israeli program.'®®
Otherwise, the “formal recognition that Israel had nuclear weapons would have forced
ruling coalitions to counter that capability, in response to popular dissatisfaction with the
idea of an Israeli nuclear monopoly.”'®

Nuclear restraint by the Arab states would have been much more difficult to
accomplish if Israel had thrown down the gauntlet by overtly acknowledging its nuclear
capabilities and intentions. However, as matters stood, the Egyptians and other Arab
states could live with the Israeli program to the extent that it was not an open issue
between the states. In particular, Egyptian security motivations to acquire nuclear
weapons were minimal.'®’ Thus, as summarized by Warnke:

“‘ Ambiguity gives the Arab states a good excuse for not doing more to

eliminate Israel . . . I think there is a feeling in part of the Arab states that

they cannot do anything about it and I think that they are happy that way.

They are happy not being in a position in which somebody is going to say,

‘Why don’t you attack Israel, why don’t you bomb Jerusalem?’ So I think

that everybody is more comfortable with the situation that exists than they
would be with any other situation,””*'®®

184 For a psychological explanation for this approach, see Gabriel Ben-Dor, “Arab Rationality and
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Further, by not proliferating, regional states sought to have the international non-
proliferation focus on Israel. Indeed, another strategy employed by Egypt and the other
Arab states was to bolster the non-proliferation regime and keep other powers engaged to
put pressure on Israel. In particular, regional states have urged Israel to join the Nuclear
Nonproliferation Treaty and accept inspections by the International Atomic Energy
Agency.

For example, in 19v8 1, President Saddam Hussein indicated that Israel should
announce that it would destroy its nuclear weapons, agree to international inspections, at
which time the Arab states would provide a written commitment to not produce nuclear
weapons.'® Egypt also sought to underline its non-proliferation credentials with the
U.S., promising that the UAR did not intend introduce nuclear weapons into the region
and “Nasser has on several occasions condemned nuclear testing and described nuclear
war as one of the greatest dangers facing mankind.”'’® While these efforts failed to lead
to any real results, they provided other states with another avenue to justify their non-
proliferation in the name of peace.

In sum, the broad stroke approach of Arab states in response to the developing
Israeli nuclear potential was to issue threats that they would respond in kind. However, it
is notable that these threats were issued in the event Israel went nuclear, and did not

actually accord Israel status as a nuclear weapons state. This has allowed the Arab states

1% Catudal, Israel’s Nuclear Weaponry, citing interview with Al-Anba (Kuwait), 19 January 1981.

'"U.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
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to threaten a costly response without actually undertaking one.'”" It has also relieved
them of the costs of going nuclear, without having to justify to their domestic populations
their reasons for not responding to Israel’s nuclear option. For these reasons, these states
have chosen to also support and maintain Israel’s policy of nuclear opacity.

Even in the face of increasing evidence of Israel’s nuclear capability, both the
Israeli policy of opacity and the Arab stance towards it has remained remarkably
consistent. For example, even after Mordechai Vanunu’s publicly disclosed that Israel
had nuclear weapons, the Israeli government continued to not acknowledge that Israel
had nuclear weapbns and repeated that it would not be the first state to introduce them
into the Middle East. Additionally, Arab reactions to the press reports stemming from the
Vanunu incident were muted. Rather, the “only notable Arab response has been request
by several Arab delegations to the United Nations for a debate on Israel’s nuclear
weapons program in the current General Assembly session.”'’?

More recently, the Arab League publiqu declared that its member states would
withdraw from the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty if Israel officially announced

possession of nuclear weapons.'”> The League also insisted that if Isracl went public,

they would seek to have the U.N. Security Council pressure Israel to destroy the weapons

! Iraq was a notable exception to this general position. However, Israel was not the only state factoring

into Saddam Hussein’s calculations, and there is considerable speculation that Iran’s posture was a
substantial driver in the program, notwithstanding the public justifications by the Iraqi regime.
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NP02380, 3-4.

'3 The Associated Press, “Arab League will call for leaving nuclear treaty if Israel admits to atomic
weapons,” International Herald Tribune (5 March 2008).
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and bring its other atomic installation under international inspection.'” This statement is
remarkable in that it is seeking to publicly tie Israel to its policy of opacity. It also
suggests that the Arab states continue to rely on and refer to the international non-

proliferation regime in the hope that it will put pressure on Israel to maintain its stance.

IV.International Non-Proliferation Regime

The Israeli nuclear program escaped some of the more overt pressures from the
international non-proliferation regime because the Dimona reactor, the basis for the
Israeli nuclear option, was built and operational before the U.S. cooperated with other
nuclear states to deny technology to non-recognized nuclear weapon states. Nonetheless,
the U.S. did seek Israel’s cooperation in establishing the institutions and framework of
the inspections regime. Interestingly, Israel did cede early on to U.S. pressures and
signed the Limited Test Ban Treaty. However, Israel has largely remained outside of
nuclear non-proliferation regime, firmly rejecting international efforts to inspect and
safeguard Dimona,'” as well as refusing to sign the landmark Nuclear Nonproliferation
Treaty in 1968. Consistent with its stance on the LTBT, Israel has signed the
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, although the Knesset has not ratified it.

The dynamics of the U.S. led non-proliferation regime and effects on the Israeli
nuclear posture are discussed below. The primary lesson derived from this interaction is

that to the extent the non-proliferation regime mattered for Israel, it was because the U.S.

'™ The Associated Press, “Arab League will call for leaving nuclear treaty if Israel admits to atomic
weapons,” International Herald Tribune (5 March 2008).

15 As previously discussed, Israel allowed early U.S. inspections of Dimona, carefully limited and without
a formal framework providing for them to continue.
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was the driver behind the regime during this period. As such, the normative constraints
that are now accepted and attributed to the international regime were not yet established
and played little role in determining Israeli opacity initially. Instead, it was U.S. pressure
on Tel Aviv, as well as other states to stop nuclear cooperation with Israel, that mattered
to any relevant degree within this international framework. Clearly, these efforts were
less effective than U.S. direct pressures, given the increasingly close relationship with

Israel over time.

A. U.S. Non-proliferation Interests

Washington was interested in engaging Israel in the nascent non-proliferation
regime it was promoting to prevent the horizontal spread of nuclear weapons. As
previously discussed, the U.S. was further concerned that Israeli nuclear weapons would
lead to other Arab states proliferating the Middle East.

To encourage acceptance and compliance with the institutions and regimes the
U.S. was establishing, Washington was willing to remind Israel, as well as other states in
the Middle East, that it was contributing significant financial assistance to their domestic
programs. This part of the strategy was to make

“periodic high-level US public statements emphasizing our opposition to

the introduction of nuclear weapons into the Near East. The sanctions

would not have to be spelled out. But since Israel and the UAR are

heavily dependent on our aid (especially the former), we should leave no

doubt of the decisive action we would take in this field should steps be
taken toward the introduction of nuclear weapons into the area.”'’

16 J.S. Department of State, “Background Paper on Factors Which Could Influence National Decisions
Concerning Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP01079, 26.
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Further increasingly this threat over time was the fact that Congressional
legislation ensured that the Presidency was not supporting a state that was seeking a
nuclear capability. This culminated in the 1978 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act that
mandated U.S. imposed sanctions on any state that used U.S. assistance for nuclear
weapons explosions or other purposes.

Nonetheless, Washington, while being willing to press privately for Israeli
cooperation, did not want to make public threats that it would impose sanctions. Instead,
for example, the message was transmitted “indirectly such as through congressional
speeches and articles, or in publications by journalists and scholars. In this way, the U.S.
Government would be free to apply explicit pressures where they are likely to do more
good than harm.”'”" For example, a congressional resolution was recommended to
highlight the urgency of non-proliferation and that the “development of nuclear weapons
rather than the development of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes, is a factor to be
taken into account in determining the future economic relations of the U.S. with such

country.”'’®

177 Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, “Proposed Program Under NSAM No. 335,” 31 July 1965,
Presidential Directives (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Proquest, 2008), no.
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As this suggests, Washington was only willing to go so far in pressuring other
states compliance and it sought to balance the message. Of particular concern was that if
the U.S. threatened to cut off support, this strategy could backfire and cause allies to
acquire nuclear insurance out of fear that it could not rely on the U.S.'° Additionally,
the U.S. did not want to cut off relations in the event that the nuclear option was still
chosen. In short, U.S. policy was to “try to avoid getting into a position where it would
be difficult to maintain good relationships with a country if it does decide to acquire
nuclear weapons.”'®

Israeli opacity was particularly important as the U.S. wanted to remove itself
from suspicion that it was acting with collusion with Israel. Not only would this matter
for brokering peace, but also for promoting its international non-proliferation agenda. It
avoided the appearance of U.S. cooperating with Israel that would delegitimize its other
non-proliferation efforts, in particular towards Pakistan in coming years, which would
overall weaken U.S. non-proliferation policies. Therefore, the U.S. had to publicly
maintain its non-proliferation policy towards all states, otherwise, “[i]f we aquiesce {sic}
to Israeli possession of the bomb, it makes it difficult for us to tell any other country it
should not acquire one.”'®

This also meant that the U.S. had a further incentive to keep ongoing Israeli

nuclear progress below the below the public eye. This stance was maintained even in the

1" Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, “Proposed Program Under NSAM No. 335,” no. PD01128, 6.
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face of clear evidence otherwise. For example, by 1986 Mordechai Vanunu, a technician
at Dimona, publicly revealed the facility’s secrets. While U.S. and British experts
believed the veracity of his statements, “[f]or political reasons, neither U.S. nor Israeli
officials publicly acknowledge that Israel is a nuclear power. Admission that Israel has
the bomb would pose severe problems for the U.S. government, which has an official
policy of discouraging nuclear proliferation and denying aid to nations that are
developing atomic weapons.”'®?

For these reasons, opacity remained an important “second-best” option for the
U.S. and Israel. Israel’s opaque nuclear posture allowed the U.S. to maintain its non-
proliferation stance worldwide while at the same time continuing cooperation with Israel.
Nonetheless, early on Washington had some early success in persuading Israel to sign the
Limited Test Ban Treaty. However, it failed to garner Israeli acceptance of the Nuclear
Non-proliferation Treaty, which Israel would have had to sign as a non-nuclear power. In

short, the most the U.S. was able to accomplish was Israeli opacity, but not for Tel Aviv

to give up a nuclear option.

B. Partial and Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaties

By mid-1962, the United States was prepared to push for more international
standards and cooperation that would limit the diffusion of nuclear weapons. At the same

time, U.S. estimates clearly showed it was anticipating an Israeli nuclear weapons option.

182 «“Experts Accept Claim about Israel's Nuclear Capability,” no. NP02407, 3. Israeli officials did not deny
Vanunu'’s claims.



132

In a secret memorandum, the U.S. government estimated which states were likely
to acquire nuclear weapons with and without the Test Ban Treaty. The overall
conclusion was that the Test Ban Agreement would increase the costs of producing
nuclear weapons and, in turn, slow the diffusion. In part, the agreement would
delegitimize testing during a period of time when that more countries were considering
“going nuclear.”'® The agreement signaled that that signing states did not welcome new
proliferators and made it more likely that they would take measures to further discourage
proliferation. From the U.S. perspective:

“Although the ending of testing would have an important effect on

diffusion (especially a comprehensive ban) a more important factor will be

the pressures the U.S., the USSR and other are willing to employ in

restraining others from testing...In some cases, we and others, would

probably have to employ stronger incentives and sanctions than has

seriously been considered so far. However, a comprehensive test ban

would make it more likely that stronger steps could be taken and would be

effective.”'™

In terms of Israel, the U.S. estimated that despite the high costs of nuclear
weapons, Israel faced significant pressures to continue to develop an option.'®® That is,

the U.S. also accurately predicted that in the next ten years (1972) Israel was likely to

produce nuclear weapons.'®® The report further noted that that Israel would likely be able

18 Robert S. McNamara to John F. Kennedy, “The Diffusion of Nuclear Weapons With and Without A
Test Ban Agreement,” 27 July 1962, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security
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to test around 1966-67."%7 Thus, in order to convince Israel to sign the Test Ban Treaty,
analysts believed that “Israel, would require a mixture of positive incentives (e.g., sharing
of weapons) or penalties (economic or military) before signing. In some cases it might
take the joint action of the U.S., and USSR to coerce states into signing and observing the
agreements.”'®

Israel ultimately decided to join the treaty, and signed shortly after the United
States and Soviet Union. Given Israel’s determined effort to develop a nuclear
capability, why did it forgo the option to test early on by signing the Partial Test Ban
Treaty? Related, why would it later reject signing the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty?
And why would Israel follow the rejection of the NPT with later signing, although not
ratifying, the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty? While there are not clear evidentiary
sources that suggest a definitive reason why Israel would give up the right to nuclear
testing, there are a few considerations that likely informed Israeli decision-making.

First, there was the physical reality limiting the ability for Israel to conduct a
nuclear test on its own territory. Because Israel had relatively little open space away
from population centers on which to test, it was faced with geographic constraints. This

meant, as one analyst argued, that “Israel welcomed the treaty, and a few days later

became the twenty-third country to sign it. It had nothing to lose. Israel never planned to

87 McNamara, “The Diffusion of Nuclear Weapons With and Without A Test Ban Agreement,” no.
NP00892, 6.
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conduct nuclear tests in the atmosphere or in space, or even underground for that
matter.”'®’

Additionally, there were significant political constraints imposed by the United
States, and Israel was still seeking to develop its nuclear capability at Dimona. Because
Israel could live at the time with non-visible posture, signing the Limited Test Ban Treaty
was palatable. Later, when the NPT came up, Kissinger and Nixon had already decided
that they would press less heavily, particularly since they viewed Israeli nuclear weapons
as inevitable. And giving up its nuclear option was something that Israel did not
seriously consider.

In terms of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, Israel’s previously made decision
not test would similarly explain why Israel was willing to sign this treaty some thirty
years later. Because Israel had likely already decided against testing, and possibly has
acquired enough prior data to now rely on computer simulations, it could sign the CTBT
in 1996 without concern that it would limit Israel’s already existent and sophisticated
nuclear pro gram.'”® Nonetheless, the Knesset has yet to ratify the agreement, which has
further hindered the agreement from being entered into force. Tel Aviv is likely in no
hurry to ratify the agreement to the extent that the treaty also stalled in the U.S. and has

not been ratified by Congress. This means that the U.S. is not a particularly strong source

of pressure on Israel to ratify the agreement. Additionally, because neither Egypt nor

' Karpin, The Bomb in the Basement, 234.

' There was considerable speculation that Israel acquired testing data early on from the French, had
possibly tested in conjunction with South Africa in 1979, and had acquired U.S. supercomputers by 1994,
enabling complex calculations that obviated the need for physical testing of sophisticated systems.
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Iran have ratified the agreement, it is unlikely that Israel will do so until either of these

states accedes to the treaty.

C. Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty

Israel was just on the cusp of having a nuclear explosive capability when the U.S.
began to push for the nuclear non-proliferation treaty in the mid-1960s. This timing, as
well as the implications of the treaty likely made it undesirable from Israel’s perspective
to join. In particular, if Israel joined the treaty as a non-nuclear state, which was the
framework that was established and the only option available to it, then it would likely
have degraded its deterrence, based on uncertainty, posture. To this day, Israel remains a
non-signatory, despite the varied sources of pressure it endured in resisting the treaty.

Signing the NPT would have had more significant implications for Israel that the
Limited Test Ban Treaty. If Israel signed the NPT, then it would effectively be signaling
that it accepted a non-nuclear status. Israel recognized that signing the treaty would
effective negate any existing security it had achieved by preserving its nuclear option for
future use.'”" At the same time, Israel recognized that the U.S. movement towards the
treaty would have profound implications for the Israeli nuclear program. Reportedly,
Ben-Gurion was in a hurry to complete Dimona “before a NPT made the bomb
internationally illegal and thus would impair the Israeli effort to get it more than ever.”'

For its part, because the Israelis had signed the Limited Test Ban Treaty, the

United States was hopeful that it could similarly induce Tel Aviv to sign and ratify the

¥! Catudal, Israel’s Nuclear Weaponry, 44.

12 Aronson, Israel’s Nuclear Programme, 20.
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change, the regional security issues informing Indira Gandhi’s ultimate decision to test in

1974, and India’s continued efforts to develop a nuclear weapons capability.

a) Factors Informing India’s Nuclear Debate

The very public Chinese program led Indian leaders to serious reevaluate India’s
security requirements. This discussion centered on how to best provide for Indian
security and whether nuclear weapons were an integral component. The primary factors
informing India’s nuclear debate was whether India would enter into an unnecessary arms
race with either of its regional adversaries, how to balance nuclear weapons development
with its conventional resource requirements, and the cost and type of force structure
necessary for stable deterrence. In short, India had to decide how to transition to a
nuclear weapons state with a credible deterrent if it chose the weapons route. This debate
was important as it set the parameters on Indian thinking that informed its leadership in
the subsequent decades, as well as provided well-rehearsed arguments in later years for

domestic political interests.

(1) Potential to Increase Tensions with Regional
Adversaries

If India chose a nuclear weapons route, the decision would have significant
security implications for its neighbors, China and Pakistan. At a minimum, there would
be the risk of further disrupting already poor relations with both states. A potentially
more dangerous outcome would be if a competitive dynamic resulted in a costly arms

race.
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As to China, if India developed nuclear bombs, and at least a rudimentary
delivery capability, it would force Beijing to.reevaluate its military policy towards India,
and would likely be viewed by Chinese leaders as adding to the country’s strategic
defense problems.>* Because India lacked these capabilities at the time, if they were
intent on competing with China in the short run, it would have required undertaking a
crash program in an effort to catch up. This effort would have increased the possibility of
provoking an arms race, if indeed India was successful in making significant gains with
its program. This possibility caused Indian leaders to caution prudence in India’s
response to Chinese testing, noting that “nothing would suit Mao Tse-Tung’s book better
than our being hustled into a nuclear race.” A recognition that India lagged
considerably behind China further counseled against seeking to directly compete with
China by quickly and éigniﬁcantly bolstering India’s nuclear weapons program.

Prior to developing a delivery system capable of targeting China’s population
centers however, Indian testing of a nuclear device would not change the balance of
power, even by perception as China was already well ahead in testing. Even if India
tested in response to the Chinese tests, the lag in development meant that China would

“explode far more advanced bombs by time India matches China’s recent

** Theodore L. Eliot, U.S. Department of State, to Henry A. Kissinger, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear
Developments,” Secret Cover Memorandum, 11 September 1972, Presidential Directives IT (Washington
D.C.: The National Security Archive and Chadwick-Healey, 1992), no. PR01075, 13,

*> Chester Bowles to U.S. Department of State, “Debate among the Indians As to What Should Be Done in
the Wake of the Chinese Nuclear Detonation,” Confidential Cable 1323, 29 October 1964, Nuclear Non-
Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Chadwick-Healey, 1992), no.
NP01031, 2.
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achievement.”*® Simple testing, however, without an accompanied delivery system or
provocative statements, was unlikely to create serious protest by China. China itself
continued to test and refused to sign or comply with the Partial Test Ban Treaty at the
time. This made China unlikely to even publicly castigate an Indian testing program.

The risk of an arms race and deteriorating relations, if India chose a weapons
option, was much more likely with Pakistan. Indeed, advances in India’s nuclear
program “would severely jolt Islamabad.”>’ The Pakistani security calculations were
considerably different from China, as Pakistan was both conventionally weaker than
India and its nuclear program was far less developed. Moreover, India had acquired its
Canberra bombers in 1958, giving it the ability to deliver nuclear bombs into Pakistani
territory. Therefore, any Indian decisions that would move it closer to acquiring a |
nuclear capability made Pakistan extremely insecure.

For these reasons, Indian analysts understood that if it acquired nuclear weapons,
it would make Pakistan more inclined to seek them as well.>® Not only would Pakistan
“try desperately to follow suit,” but it likely try to seek nuclear assistance from China.*

If actual program assistance was not forthcoming, Pakistan would likely seek from China

36 Bowles, “Debate among the Indians,” no. NP01031, 4.
37 Bliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075, 13.
3% Central Intelligence Agency, “India's Nuclear Weapons Policy,” Secret Special National Intelligence

Estimate, SNIE 31-1-65, 21 October 1965, Weapons of Mass Destruction (Washington D.C.: The National
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and the U.S. assurances of protection against Indian “nuclear blackmail.”*® India already
feared collusion between Pakistan and China, which was further heightened after the
1965 and 1971 Indo-Pak wars because of China’s support of Pakistan. Finally, India’s
nuclear program would interfere with the normalization of relations between India and
Pakistan after their conventional conflicts.

In short, India’s choice of how to respond to China’s nuclear testing and
advancing weapons program had significant implications for relations with its neighbors.
In particular, Indian leaders that opposed a complete reversal of Indian nuclear policy by
undertaking a testing and weapons program feared the risk of an arms race with China
and Pakistan. While India could likely dampen the competition with China, any move by
New Delhi to demonstrate an increased weapons development was likely to encourage a

direct Pakistani response, one that realistically could be aided by China.

(2) Conventional Threats & Resource Allocations

Some Indian leaders opposed any nuclear decision that would affect India’s
conventional ability to respond to threats from China and Pakistan. China’s initial
nuclear tests were not themselves military significant as they were not accompanied by a
delivery capability that could reach India. This fact was recognized by Indian Defense

Minister Y.B. Chavan, who publicly downplayed the China test.*! He instead

“ Eliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075, 11-12.

*! Mirchandani, India's Nuclear Dilemma, 26.
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emphasized that the primary short-term threat to India was from Chinese conventional
forces.**

Because the Chinese military threat was primarily convention, the best way for
India meet the threat was by modernizing Indian conventional forces and ““an expensive
Indian nuclear weapons program would divert scarce resources from this end.”* If India
instead chose to not make reductions in its non-nuclear forces, then to increase its defense
budget for nuclear weapons would require diverting resources from its economic
development pro grams.44 As such, some Indian leaders understood that they could face
resource problems as the expense of a ramped up nuclear program.*’

Additionally, as the 1965 Indo-Pak war demonstrated, India needed to have
sufficient conventional military forces to deal with a Pakistan supported by China. As
Indian leaders who disapproved a nuclear weapons program pointed out, “during the
recent crisis, India was able to deal with both Pakistan and Communist China
simultaneously with conventional arms, and that what is needed is added strength of this
sort.™*® Prime Minister Shastri further reinforced this position, stating that from “the

purely practical point it is more important that we build up our own conventional

*2 Mirchandani, India's Nuclear Dilemma, 26.
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weapons and strengthen ourselves.”* India’s military similarly preferred using available
funds to build up India’s conventional military strength, and did not readily push for
nuclear weapons in the wake of China’s test.*®

Finally, and in response to the political dimension of prestige, opponents of a
more robust nuclear weapons program argued that “a reversal of Nehru's traditional
position after all India has said about the evils of nuclear weapons would damage its
international presti ge.”* This meant that for some, a weapons program would serve
neither military nor political purposes.

In short, the initial Chinese nuclear tests did not readily threaten India from a
military perspective, although this would change sooner than later. Opponents of a full-
fledged nuclear weapons program argued against the merits of diverting scarce resources
away from conventional weapons systems that were needed to deal with existing
conventional threats from China and Pakistan. Nonetheless, these initial responses were
largely the outgrowth of military assessments in the mid-1960s and would be subject to
revision as China’s nuclear arsenal and delivery capabilities improved. Additionally,
once it became apparent that Pakistan was also pursuing nuclear weapons, India would be
forced to deal with this more immediate threat, notwithstanding the heavy costs. But as
an initial matter, India was not required to institute a crash nuclear weapons program to

respond to a military threat from China.

“7 Central Intelligence Agency, “Scientific Intelligence Digest: The Indian Nuclear Weapons Program and
Delivery Capabilities,” Secret Periodical, December 1965, Weapons of Mass Destruction (Washington
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(3) System Requirements for Stable Deterrence

The Chinese nuclear test in 1964 prompted Indian leaders to begin to more
seriously evaluate the type of nuclear weapons systems it would need to deter China in
the longer term. One dimension of this debate centered around the type of nuclear force
and delivery system that would be required to have a meaningful response when China
developed its capability enough to militarily threaten India. Moreover, whether such a
system would be worth the costs was an additional factor. This debate was significant as
it was the beginning of Indian leaders undertaking these assessments. Prior to this point,
the government had not really estimated what a significant weapons system would cost or
how it would be used.”

Proponents of a nuclear weapons program tended to exaggerate how quickly and
cheaply India could develop at least a rudimentary device and delivery system. For
example, they often relied on Dr. Bhabha’s optimistic estimation that India could conduct
anuclear explosion in 18 months, at a relatively cheap cost. As it turns out, Dr. Bhabha
both underestimated the costs of a nuclear explosion and the amount of time required to
develop the explosive devices.”! Bomb proponents also felt that the costs were justified,
no matter what they were.

Opponents tended to argue that even if India sought to credibly deter China with

its own nuclear weapons program, the costs to develop a sophisticated second-strike force

% Bowles, “Discussion of Indian Nuclear Capabilities and Intentions,” no. NP01101, 2.
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with adequate delivery systems would be exorbitant. For India, as a developing country,
even building a “few crude weapons and an unsophisticated delivery system” would be
an economic burden costing several hundred million dollars in the 1960s.> A more
sophisticated program relying on moderm aircraft or missiles with nuclear warheads
would cost several billion dollars during the same timeframe.>® Based on the distance to
Chinese targets, India would have to develop the latter option with long-range bombers or
missiles. As then Prime Minister Shastri recognized, "[o]nce we produce a bomb we
have to build for it the necessary carriers, rockets, etc. It starts a process of escalation
which has no end in the swiftly developing military technology of our times.”** India
would also have to maintain sufficient conventional forces, given its territorial dispute
with China that led to the 1962 war.

Moreover, India would have to rely in significant part on indigenously developing
these systems, as the major nuclear powers with these delivery mechanisms at the time—
the U.S. and USSR—were not sharing this type of advanced technolo gy.” Because India
would have to develop the more ambitious program to credibly deter to a Chinese threat,
this left some opponents with the opinion that “the cost of a meaningful weapons system

will be prohibitive.”56 This meant that without long-range bombers or missiles, an Indian
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nuclear capability vis-a-vis China would have a marginal impact.”’ Further, because such
a program would be very expensive, it would likely entail diverting “scarce resources
from badly needed economic and social development pro grams.”® Even if India made
advanced delivery systems a priority, it still lacked a sufficient economic base from
which to compete with China, in particular because China was already much further
along with its development.*

An additional concern was that even with just a rudimentary force that lacked a
long-range delivery system it could lead to increased tensions with China, which may
then weaken Iﬁdia’s national security in the short term.%° And of course, there was the
ongoing concern that any of these actions could lead to an increase in tensions,
potentially leading to an arms race. In short, New Delhi was aware that there would be
transitional vulnerability for a considerable period of time as it moved towards a weapons
option, and then to a second-strike capability.61

b) India’s Short-Term Strategy as China Continues Nuclear
Development

Notwithstanding increased Indian debate over the proper course of action, India’s

actual options were limited during the 1960s because it had not yet developed the
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capability to test or deliver a rudimentary nuclear device. India’s Air Force had
purchased Canberra bombers from Britain in 1958, which had the range to carry bombs
to targets in Pakistan, but could not range the higher population areas in China.* In
addition, India only had enough plutonium to build at most one or two bombs. Indian
capacity would increase in 1968 and 1971 as two additional atomic power stations,
Tarapur and Rajasthan stations respectively, came online; however, this meant in the
interim that India had a relative dearth of sufficient nuclear material to construct nuclear
bombs.

At the same time, China continued developing and testing nuclear weapons,
which further ratcheted up the pressure on the Indian government to respond. The
Chinese program was developing quickly and by 1967 China conducted its sixth nuclear
weapons test, which was thermonuclear. Additionally, China had moved some troops
into the disputed area with India.

The continued and very public advancements of the Chinese nuclear program are
credited as creating a significant incentive for India to test its own device, followed by
the long-term development of a substantial nuclear program with advanced delivery
systems. The level of threat the Indians felt from the Chinese nuclear program was
largely a function of the pace and scope of China’s own nuclear development—and

whether China continued to support Pakistan in any conflict with India, as it had done

%2 Shyam Bhatia, India’s Nuclear Bomb (Sahibabad: Vikas Publishing House, 1979) 127.
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during the 1965 war.”® Both of these conditions continued and increased Indian threat
perceptions of both of its neighbors.

Based on these incentives, U.S. estimates predicted that while Prime Minister
Shastri did not want to start a program, it was still likely that India would in the future
test a nuclear device and begin to develop weapons.** This shift in opinion was based on
the sentiment that an independent nuclear deterrent was needed to in the event of another
confrontation with India’s regional adversaries, as no nuclear power would risk a
devastating attack on its own soil, particularly if for the sake of another country.®’ In
short, as China continued to test, the pressure on Indian leadership to respond with a
credible nuclear deterrent increased.

However, New Delhi lacked the technical ability to respond to Chinese
advancements with its own nuclear tests. This left India’s leaders with a strategy that
sought to minimize the impact of the continued Chinese testing, while India further
develdped its own nuclear capabilities. This included emphasizing existing Indian
capabilities, which were under continued development, while simultaneously noting
Indian restraint. In particular, the statements that India’s nuclear policies were subject to
change, as well as underscoring that India had the right to conduct PNEs represented a
shift in India’s nuclear stance. Indian leaders also sought support from the international

community to constrain China’s program, and Prime Ministers Shastri and later Indira
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Gandhi privately took measures to prepare India to conduct its nuclear test in 1974. The

following discusses these dynamics.

(1) India’s Public Nuclear Policy Subtly Shifts

In response to continued Chinese nuclear development, Indian Prime Ministers
shifted away from Nehru’s previous stance that India would not develop nuclear
weapons. The new public posture combined India’s traditional approach of highlighting
its restraint, while suggesting that it nonetheless had the capability to make nuclear
weapons, with statements that India’s nuclear policy was subject to review, and that it
had the right to conduct peaceful nuclear explosions. These latter two themes were
introduced in the wake of continued Chinese testing and, as a break from India’s previous
policy, set the framework for the Indian test as soon as it had the technical capability to
do so.

For example, India’s ambassador the U.S., B.K. Nehru, requested that the U.S.
Secretary of State publicly announce that “India, like Communist China, has potential to
produce nuclear weapons but as good citizen of world India has no intention of producing
nuclear weapons” and to commend India for its policy.® India further affirmed that it
“could make and explode a bomb tomorrow but we have not the desire nor the intention.
We are pledge to peace and we will only uss {sic} atomic science for peaceful
purposes.”67 Prime Minister Shastri further stated that India would “try to eliminate the

threat and terror of nuclear weapons rather than enter into competition with other
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countries to make or produce atom bombs.”®® This position was underscored by the
declaration that “India had made a firm commitment to restrict its nuclear program to the
peaceful use of nuclear energy...[and] India’s views on this subject are very strong.”®
At the same time, India further downplayed the military importance of the Chinese
nuclear explosion, saying that it has ““made little difference’ to India’s defense
preparations as India was not producing the atom bomb.””

Overall, this initial stance was largely consistent with how former Prime Minister
Nehru had characterized the Indian nuclear program by generally suggesting that India
had the capability to produce nuclear weapons, but chose restraint instead. To some
extent, this position both before and after the Chinese tests was an exaggeration of India’s
nuclear development at the time. By the mid-1960s, India had perhaps enough plutonium
for a couple of weapons, and had not yet begun to work on an explosives design. This
suggests that Indian leaders were seeking to bolster the state of their nuclear program,
while also seeking to garner political leverage by emphasizing that India was behaving
responsibly in the international community by not pursuing atomic weapons.

However, there were also two changes to India’s historic formulation described

above, following China’s nuclear testing. First, as part of India’s theme of restraint, its

leaders also began to more openly discuss the concept of peaceful nuclear explosions. By
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1971 Indian leaders were openly justifying that India retained the option to conduct
peaceful nuclear explosions. While retaining the option to conduct peaceful explosions
was consistent with previous Indian policy from the beginning of its nuclear
development, publicly addressing this possibility represented a shift in India’s nuclear
stance. The Gandhi administration thus began to lay the ideational groundwork so that
when India did test, it could characterize it as peaceful, rather than as a signal that India
intended to build nuclear weapons.

Second, Indian leaders began to acknowledge that its no-bomb position was
subject to change. Prior to the Chinese tests, Nehru had declared without reservation that
India would not build nuclear weapons. However, subsequent leaders who had to address
the advancing Chinese nuclear capabilities began to hedge and sought to leave the option
publicly open in light its security environment.

For example, then Prime Minister Shastri, who was very reluctant to pursue an
advanced system because of the required costs, nonetheless still noted thét if “if China
developed her nuclear power and perfected the delivery system, ‘then we will certainly
have to consider as to what we have to do.”””! New Delhi also informed Washington that
while India was committed to maintaining its nuclear program limited to peaceful
purposes, it left open the option that it may have to alter its present policy.”* Similarly,

subsequent Prime Minister Gandhi sought to reassure parliament by noting that the
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government was “building up its atomic power,” albeit for peaceful purposes.” She
further stated that peaceful nuclear development increased “know-how and other
competence,” and that its existing policy of peaceful uses of nuclear energy was under
“constant review.”’* Indian leaders had now begun to acknowledge that Indian nuclear
policy was subject to review, and further opened the door to a nuclear option.

In short, in the wake of the Chinese tests, India’s public stance was one of
restraint but that this policy was subject to change, depending on the nature and scope of
the Chinese program. While India would also retain its characterization of its program as
peaceful, by now publicly justifying reasons for peaceful nuclear explosions further laid

the foundation that Prime Minister Gandhi would rely on when testing in 1974.

(2) Soliciting International Support

India also sought to use its position of restraint to urge other states to seek to
constrain the Chinese program while providing India with increased support in the face of
its nuclear adversary. For example, with rumors of an imminent Chinese test in
September 1964, Prime Minister Shastri urged other states to “persuade China to desist
from developing nuclear weapons,” while noting that India’s nuclear establishment was
firmly ordered to only develop peaceful uses of atomic energy.”

At the same time, India linked its response to the Chinese test on whether or not

the great powers provided India with protection from China. As communicated to
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Washington, New Delhi’s decision about whether it would develop nuclear weapons was
contingent on the great powers’ response to the Chinese nuclear developments, and the
implications for Indian security.76 Thus, if the great powers “succeeded in persuading
China through political and diplomatic means not to take advantage of its new military
strength then India could feel secure. Otherwise [India] would feel threatened by a
militarily superior China and would have to take steps to safeguard her national

»77 Similarly, Prime Minister Shastri indicated that India would retain the bomb

security.
option unless it received guarantees from both the Soviet Union and the West that India
would be protected against attack from its enemies.”®

However, any hope that the U.S. or international community at large would either
assist India or restrain China was short lived, if it was ever a realistic option. While some
Indian leaders may have initially been comforted by President Johnson’s assurances that
the U.S. would “come to the aid of any nation menaced by China,”” by 1965 Indo-U.S.
relations significantly worsened when the U.S. cutoff arms supplies to both India and

Pakistan during the war. Other nuclear powers were also not inclined to extend the

security guarantees that India sought. Further, the Chinese nuclear program continued to
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develop apace. Thus, the pressure remained on India to resolve its insecurity vis-a-vis its

nuclear neighbor.

(3) Continued Indian Nuclear Development

While India’s public posture shifted in slight, but important ways, its Prime
Ministers undertook measures to further the nuclear explosives program, which would
further lay the foundation for the nuclear weapons program. These decisions were made
behind the scenes, with few parliamentary or cabinet members being consulted. As such,
they were largely hidden from public purview.

Prime Minister Shastri had the initial task of determining how to respond to the
Chinese nuclear program. Under his direction, the government began to more seriously
evaluate and develop an Indian nuclear option. Immediately following the first Chinese
nuclear test, Shastri directed the Indian military services to prepare a study with
recommendations on the military implications of the Chinese test for India.®® Part of this
included an estimate of what would be involved in conducting an underground explosion,
and whether India should develop its own bomb capability as a “hedge” against China.®'

U.S. reports also indicated that the Indians were increasing their military research

and development efforts.®? As part of this research, in 1965 Shastri permitted nuclear
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explosive technology to go forward, although labeled as for peaceful purposes only.
There was also some evidence that the Indians were “interested in establishing a high
explosives test site involving advanced instrumentation for research which could be
related to nuclear weapons development.” The practical effect is that these measures
brought “India much closer to the point where it could develop its own nuclear weapons
if necessary to repel a nuclear threat from China or any other hostile nuclear power.”%
By 1971, under the leadership of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, there were reports that
India’s space and atomic energy programs were well under way, with a “new tempo
evident in rocketry research.”® By 1973 India had achieved the necessary technical
advancements to test, which it did under Indira Gandhi’s leadership shortly thereafter.

Publicly, however, there were few indications of these decisions, beyond making
the case being able to conduct peaceful nuclear explosions. Rather, Indian leaders made
a public case for wanting to avoid a costly nuclear arms race. For example, Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi stated that “nuclear weapons are no substitute for military
preparedness, involving conventional weapons. The choice before us involves not only
the question of making a few atom bombs, but of engaging in an arms race with

sophisticated nuclear warheads and an effective missile delivery system.”®
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Gandhi further argued that nuclear weapons would not enhance Indian national
security and would instead jeopardize its internal security due the economic burden the
program would impose.®” She similarly noted that Indian leaders “have discussed this
question deeply and rejected the idea of making a bomb. Once we launch into makiﬂg it,
we would have to incur heavy expenses to keep abreast of nuclear weaponry and at the
same time maintain conventional equipment.”® Indian Chairman of the AEC, Vikram
Sarabhai, also declared his support for the government’s non-nuclear stance because
India did not have “the money to devote to the long-range missiles, radar, electronics, or
industrial base that would be required to support a nuclear deterrent.”® Nonetheless,
Indian leadership kept the option of changing India policy open, and noted that Indian
scientists continued to study underground nuclear explosive research, albeit for peaceful

purposes only.”

2. Pakistan

While China’s nuclear advancements posed the primary consideration informing
India’s nuclear concerns, Pakistan was not irrelevant to Indian security calculations prior

to the 1974 test. Pakistan factored into India calculations in two ways: first, whether
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India needed nuclear weapons to deal with its adversary and second, how an Indian
nuclear weapons option would affect Pakistan’s nuclear ambitions. India was
conventionally superior to Pakistan, and preferred that Islamabad did not acquire nuclear
weapons; these preferences militated against India openly pursuing a weapons option.

As previously discussed, India during the 1960s and early 1970s had concerns
;elated to the costs of a nuclear weapons program. To some extent, the cost would be
less within this dyad because New Delhi already had at least a rudimentary delivery
system against targets in Pakistan. However, a nuclear option could only be affordable if
it did not take resources away from India’s existing conventional superiority. This was
no small concern to India, given that it fought two wars with Pakistan during this time
period, and was also extremely concerned with Chinese assistance to Pakistan.

It was the addition of China to the Pakistani equation that prompted some Indian
leaders to demand that India develop nuclear weapons “in the face of the collusion
between China and Pakistan.””' However, Prime Minister Shastri explicitly rejected this
argument, noting that “despite the continued threat of aggression from China, which has
developed nuclear weapons, government has continued to adhere to the decision not to go
in for nuclear weapons but to work for their elimination. It is hardly necessary to alter
this decision in the light of the conflict with Pakistan.”*>

Military assessments generally agreed with this stance. For example, Major

General Son Dutt argued that India would not gain much security from nuclear

°! Letter quoted in Mirchandani, India's Nuclear Dilemma, 39.

°2 Quoted in Mirchandani, India's Nuclear Dilemma, 40-41.
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weapons.” While recognizing the increased threat from Pakistani and Chinese
cooperation, Dutt contended that developing a rudimentary nuclear capability would not
provide effective deterrence while undermining India’s moral stance and irritating other
nuclear powers.”® He further recommended that a better course of action for India would
be to attempt to stabilize relations with Pakistan rather than going the nuclear weapons
route.”” Similarly, Indian Defence Minister Ram defended government policies that were
modernizing the army, which would provide the best defense of India’s borders through
conventional means.”®

Washington also understood that Indian decision-making was contingent, in part,
on maintaining conventional superiority over Pakistan. This necessarily implicated the
U.S. role in South Asia, and the quality and quantity of weapons Washington was willing
to provide Pakistan. In particular, the resumption of arms sales to Pakistan would
increase the incentive for India to acquire nuclear weapons if the conventional imbalance
did not remain in the region.”’

Moreover, Indian leaders were concerned that nuclear weapons would likely

strain relations with Pakistan, and likely motivate the latter to develop their own nuclear

weapons capability. There was also considerable concern that Pakistan would approach
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China for assistance in this regard. For example, there were rumors in 1968 that Pakistan
was planning to test an atom bomb, or that there might be Sino-Pakistani collusion on this
front. In response, Prime Minister Gandhi contended that Pakistan did not have the
capability to build a bomb, although it could conceivably get one from “somewhere or
the other.””® Given Pakistan’s increased cooperation with China, the latter was the likely
reference. She further that ““[i]f we make one Pakistan will definitely get a bomb....We
are anxious not to do anything which will precipitate a crisis.””*

In short, because India retained conventional superiority over Pakistan, it had
little incentive to pursue a nuclear weapons program. However, this calculation could
change if India lost its conventional edge, or Pakistan began developing nuclear weapons.
While the former did not occur, there were vocal calls within some of the Pakistani
leadership during the 1960s for Pakistan to acquire nuclear weapons to make up for its
conventional deficiencies. These calls increased after Pakistan lost the 1971 war, and the
same year, its weapons program was initiated. At that point, India had few incentives to
not acquire a nuclear weapons capability, but still many reasons to hide this decision
during development. Still, in 1974 when India finally gained the ability to test, it was not
facing an immediate security threat from either China or Pakistan. Rather, New Delhi

was preparing for a longer-term threat from China and Pakistan, when the latter achieved

a nuclear weapons capability.
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B. Patron State Incentives

With its colonial history, Indian leaders carefully crafted a foreign policy that
sought to minimize dependence on other states. As leader of the non-aligned movement,
India further attempted, although often unsuccessfully, to maintain equidistance between
the U.S. and USSR during the Cold War. At the same time, India was a developing state
with incentives to build cooperative relations with patron states to garner economic and
military assistance.

Based on this approach to foreign policy, as well as differing patron state views
on non-proliferation, India’s nuclear energy program was vulnerable from Western state
suppliers. However, leading up to the 1974 test, India’s relations with the U.S. in
particular were at a low point and there were not significant cooperation with economic
programs or conventional weapons. India relied primarily on the Soviet Union for its
conventional weapons, and Moscow was not willing to damage its relationship with New
Delhi over the nuclear issue. The following discusses the extent to which the U.S. had
some leverage over the Indian decision to test, as well as India’s relationships with the

Soviet Union, and the Western nuclear suppliers, the UK, France, and Canada.

1. Indo-U.S. Relations

By the early to mid-1960’s, Washington was aware that India’s nuclear program

could potentially produce nuclear weapons.'? In July 1972, Prime Minister Gandhi
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reiterated that India’s nuclear policy was to investigate the possibility of peaceful nuclear
explosions, but not to develop nuclear weapons.'”' Nonetheless, the U.S. estimated that
the chances were “about even” that India would detonate a nuclear device within the next
few years from this 1972 assessment.'”® The United States wanted to avoid this outcome.

Before the Indian test in 1974, and increasing significantly after 1974, the United
States has sought to use its economic and technological leverage to induce Indian nuclear
restraint. However, the U.S. did not have significant avenues of cooperation with India in
the precéding years leading up to the test and had a limited ability to influence Indian
policy. In particular, by 1974 the United States did not have a significant amount of
leverage over Indian policy as relations were at a particularly low point in history.'®
There were enough issue linkages to give the Indians pause, but not enough to prevent the

1974 test in the face of India’s other concerns.

2. The China Problem and U.S. Non-Proliferation Interests

The United States recognized that the Chinese nuclear weapons program created
strong incentives for India to develop its own nuclear weapons for deterrence. However,
Washington perceived an Indian nuclear option as contrary to U.S. interests. Broadly,

U.S. interests were to prevent the worldwide spread of nuclear weapons, have stability in
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capabilities, believing a number of times that the program was more advanced than it actually was.
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South Asia, and a “mutually satisfactory relationship with India.”'® From the U.S.
perspective, if India developed nuclear weapons, it would reduce other states inhibitions
in following suit worldwide.

In terms of South Asia, Washington feared that an Indian decision to develop
weapons would be destabilizing by “adding fresh complications to Sino-Soviet relations
and risking new troubles with Pakistan.”'® Because an Indian nuclear program would in
turn threaten Pakistan, the U.S. concluded that, “our problem would be how to steady the
Pakistanis.”'® There was the additional problem that Pakistan might also turn to China
for further assistance in the face of an Indian threat.'”” Additionally, a nuclear weapons
program could threaten to undermine India’s already fragile economy, which the U.S.
desired to see develop for future political stability.'*

For these reasons, Washington sought to convince India to remain a non-nuclear
weapons state. Failing this, the hope was to convince India to refrain from testing or
otherwise demonstrating its nuclear development. Even if India ultimately decided to
test, the U.S. hoped to forestall this decision as long as possible even if this was not a
permanent solution.'” From a U.S. perspective, “[e]ven if India eventually commences

testing, a further delay would assist our non-proliferation efforts by allowing more time
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for the NPT regime to become firmly established.”!'® In terms of South Asian stability,
“[c]ontinued Indian restraint would provide further time for developing long-term
approaches, for permitting more favorable evolution in India-Pak relations and perhaps
within Communist China, and for taking steps which might ease the impact of an Indian
decision if our efforts to prevent it should not be proven successful.”!!!

In short, because an Indian nuclear decision would conflict with U.S. interests,
Washington’s objective was to “do what we can to avert or delay an Indian test, and if

112 The strategy employed by

these efforts fail, to limit the harmful repercussions.
Washington then, was “designed to develop arguments and provide incentives that
reinforce existing Indian policy and make a PNE or weapons program look less

attractive.”''® Below is a discussion of the efforts the U.S. to persuade India to forego or

delay nuclear testing.

3. U.S. Non-proliferation Pressures

Given U.S. interests in Indian non-proliferation, Washington pressed Indian
leaders to maintain the existing policy of nuclear restraint. To this end, the U.S. engaged
Indian leaders in dialogue as to the implications of a nuclear weapons program.

Washington suggested that pursuing a program would be expensive and provide marginal
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security returns, while detracting from Indian economic growth, and potentially affecting
the bilateral aid relationship with the U.S. Waéhington was however unwilling to impose
any punitive measures because U.S. officials perceived that, combined with the
worsening bilateral relationship with India, sanctions would be counterproductive and
compel India to test.

First, the U.S. leaders sought to convince India to both forego a nuclear test, and a
much more ambitious program of developing a nuclear arsenal with a deliverable range
to China based on cost and marginal security benefits. In the course of this dialogue, the
U.S. signaled its position by engaging Indian leaders “into serious talks on dangers and

114 To this end, Washington sought to emphasize the

implications of proliferation.
economic costs and technical difficulties associated with the development of a nuclear
option.'"

Further, while a nuclear test would be less costly than developing a nuclear force,
it would also do little to contribute to Indian security.''® To achieve security benefits vis-

a-vis China, India would have to incur much greater costs and technical difficulties to

achieve a deterrence force. A “useful capability” for deterrence purposes would require
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warheads, and relatively long-range delivery mechanisms, which would be much more
costly to acquire and keep up to date.'’”

Moreover, Washington suggested that the focus should be on improving India’s
economic performance and limiting defense expenditures.''® Otherwise, spending scarce
resources on building a nuclear capability, rather than allocating and investing money in
other domestic projects, would damage India’s economic development.''

There was also an implicit threat that if India chose to pursue a weapons route, the
U.S. may cut off economic assistance. This was communicated to the Indians by
suggesting that the U.S. Congress would likely balk at providing any type of aid that
could be used to subsidize a nuclear weapons program.'*® After all, if India could afford
the luxury of atomic bombs, it probably does not need outside development assistance.'?!
And even though the U.S. was unwilling to directly link its assistance to non-

proliferation, it achieved this result by seeking to limit India’s defense expenditures

overall. U.S. leaders had “made it clear that our willingness to follow through is
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contingent” in part on India limiting its defense expenditures.'** The result is that “[t]his
adds to pressures on India to forego—or at least delay—a nuclear weapons effort.”'?

At the same time, the White House was hesitant to use direct threats, such as
cutting back or eliminating economic aid, because it was concerned that doing so would
be counterproductive to U.S. Cold War interests. U.S. officials calculated that too tough
a stance on New Delhi might turn the Indians to greater reliance on the Soviet Union.'**
Washington understood that there were limits to the pressure it could impose on the
Indians at the time as related to economic leverage, and still accomplish its varied
objectives.

A second avenue to influence Indian nuclear policy was through existing U.S.
bilateral agreements for atomic energy. The agreements provided that the U.S. supply
enriched uranium for the Tarapur reactor and heavy water for the CIRUS reactor, and
heavy water that originated in the U.S. was used in RAPP I, the Canadian built reactor.'®
For its part, the U.S. interpreted these agreements as prohibiting any type of nuclear
device, regardless of whether it was a PNE or not. The Indians disagreed. The basis of
the dispute is important to the extent that it would determine U.S. actions in the event that
India chose to test.

Anticipating that India would label its test a PNE, the U.S. sought to foreclose this

.option by characterizing PNEs as indistinguishable from a test for weapons purposes.
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Washington’s position was that “peaceful and military nuclear explosive technologies
cannot be distinguished.”'?® Further, according to Washington’s interpretation, U.S.
supplied materials were prohibited from being used in any explosive device, even those
labeled a PNE. For the U.S., the “any nuclear explosive device, though it be intended for
benign economic purposes, could also be used for destructive purposes. The
development of [PNEs], therefore, is tantamount to the development of nuclear weapons.
Consequently, the United States would consider it incompatible with existing United
States-Indian agreements for American nuclear assistance to be employed in the

99127

development of peaceful nuclear explosive devices. U.S. representatives reiterated

this position to the Indians in March 1972, in response to rumors that India may conduct
a PNE.'®

The U.S. interpretation meant that, “Indian nuclear testing would require a review
of US cooperation in the atomic energy and space fields.”'® In this way, New Delhi was
on notice that atomic energy supplies from the U.S. could be in jeopardy, as well as other
cooperation in the space field, in the event it conducted any nuclear test. Still, as with
efforts to use economic avenues to influence Indian policy making, the U.S. refrained
from issuing direct threat to India, fearing they would be counterproductive. Instead,

Washington sought to inform the Indian leadership of the impact of the relationship if

126 Eliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075.
127 Eliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075, 2.
128 Eliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075, 35,

129 Eliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075, 2.



198
India tested, which was framed in terms of U.S. non-proliferation policy interests and
legal problems.'*°

There is some indication that these nascent non-proliferation efforts were

significant enough to worry Indira Gandhi’s advisors when she contemplated the 1974
tests. Mainly, her advisors were concerned that with a public demonstration of India’s
nuclear capabilities and no practical difference between a ‘peaceful’ explosive and a
nuclear bomb, despite the rhetoric, that the result would be a slow down in U.S. provision
of dual use technology and aid for Indian development.'*' So, while Washington’s veiled
threats did not fall on deaf ears, they did little to resolve India’s fundamental security
concerns vis-a-vis China, and the continued deterioration of the relationship between the

two states further diluted the force of the U.S. non-proliferation message.

4. Limits to U.S. Non-proliferation Pressures

Washington’s chosen strategy reflected its relative difficulty in ultimately
influencing Indian decision-making, primarily because it did not have substantial sources
of leverage or issue linkages. In particular, India’s security issues were still outstanding
and there was a worsening of relations between the two democracies leading up to the
1974 Indian nuclear test.

The United States and India had relatively limited avenues of cooperation.
Throughout the 1950’s and the 1960s, the United States and India cooperated on a

number of fronts. During this early time period, the U.S. provided India with agricultural
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and food aid on a concessional basis. Early on, India’s nuclear program faced limitations
based on financial and technological limitations, forcing New Delhi to rely on outside
assistance in these areas.'’”> The United States also included India in its Atoms for Peace
Program, which assisted India in building its first nuclear reactors and ultimately

133 Indian nuclear

provided India with the ability to pursue dual-use nuclear development.
scientists also trained in the U.S.'**

Still, one of the sticking points early in the relationship was U.S. insistence on
safeguards and control provisions that accompanied U.S. bilateral agreements related to
nuclear development. For its part, India was careful from the beginning of its nuclear
program to limit is reliance on the U.S. to the extent that New Delhi would be required to
accept safeguards that would ultimately affect its ability to develop a nuclear option. For
example, Dr. Bhabha, who headed India’s atomic energy program, strongly objected to
U.S. efforts to impose safeguards. He characterized such measures as “onerous” and

“more or less an insult to India’s peaceful intentions.”** India also declined U.S. offers

for financial assistance to purchase a research reactor, based on its objections.'*® Because
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India sought to maintain the independence of its program and limit external interference
with its nuclear development, the U.S. had few direct avenues of nuclear cooperation to
affect Indian non-proliferation policy.

In addition to the nuclear issues, the main source of tension between the U.S. and
India was a result of the Indo-Pakistan wars. The United States cut off arms to both India
and Pakistan during the 1965 war, and had not resumed supplying them by the 1971 war.
The suspension of U.S. military aid during the 1965 war, and that the U.S. failed to
prevent Pakistan from using U.S. weapons against India, was cited a proof by some
Indians that India could not depend on external power for protection.'”’ Moreover, India
turned to the Soviets to buy conventional weapons after the U.S. refused to supply them
in 1965."%® The relationship between New Delhi and Moscow would continue to develop
and resulted in a steady source of weapons for India.

By the 1971 Indo-Pakistan war, the United States had not resumed supplying
military assistance and was perceived as tilting toward supporting Pakistan. Further
adding insult to injury, from the Indian perspective, occurred when the U.S. sailed the
USS Enterprise aircraft carrier into the Bay of Bengal during the war. This move was
viewed by some India leadership as nuclear coercion and has been held up since as a
reason why Indian needs a nuclear capability to withstand the diplomatic pressures of

great powers. Additionally, India had little confidence that it could rely on external
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support in the face of a nuclear threat by China. None of the great powers extended
security agreements, and, as discussed above, the U.S. relationship was worsening to the
extent that it had stopped providing conventional assistance. Further, in the midst of
contentious Cold War politics, the United States eyed India’s cooperation with the Soviet
Union with increasing distrust, despite India’s proclamations of ‘nonalignment’ between
either of the divisive Cold War blocks.

India, for its part, was determined to not be dependent on the United States as it
struggled to consolidate post-colonial independence and throw off any appurtenances of
colonialism or external U.S. influences over its internal politics. As such, India under the
new leadership of Indira Gandhi in 1966 took a more nationalist stance towards external
interference. For example, after 1971, Gandhi requested the U.S. stop its economic aid
missions and declared that India would no longer buy food from the U.S. on a

139

concessional basis as a symbol of India independence. *~ Moreover, there are reports that

Nixon and Gandhi clearly did not get along at all,'*

which lead to even more resistance
on Gandhi’s part to accommodate U.S. non-proliferation efforts that ran contrary to
India’s perceived interests.

The ultimate outcome of this dismal relationship is that the United States had little

direct leverage with which to persuade India not to test in 1974. As recognized in

Washington, “U.S. influence has drastically diminished over the past years and our
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current unilateral ability to affect an Indian nuclear decision is marginal.” '*! Indeed,
relations were so poor it was predicted that a major and overly visible U.S. initiative
“would probably produce an effect opposite to that intended and hasten, rather than
delay, an Indian nuclear test.”'*? Washington further understood that if the U.S. resumed
arms sales to Pakistan, this would also shift the Indian balance towards testing.

In short, the U.S. was realistic that it would have difficulty in successfully
influencing Indian policy. Washington realized that its rather poor relations with India
did not put it in a real position to influence Indian nuclear decision-making. This made it
that much more important for other states exercise their influence in prevent India from
going nuclear. Yet, as discussed below, while the U.S. sought to encourage other states

to pressure India to not test, this was also of limited effectiveness.

5. Other Patron States

Prior to the 1974 nuclear test, U.S. ability to influence Indian policy was
relatively weak because it lacked significant cooperation with India. Other states,
including the Soviet Union, Canada, the UK, and France had stronger ties with India in
areas related to conventional weapons assistance and atomic energy development. In
particular, India as a less developed state was dependent on outside assistance for its
atomic energy program, making it vulnerable to pressure from these supplier states.
Because the United States itself did not have a great degree of effective leverage with the

Indians, it sought to encourage these states to use their influence to shape Indian nuclear
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policy. Thus, the U.S. sought to indirectly affect Indian nuclear policy by convincing
other states to cooperate with the goals of the non-proliferation regime. Ultimately, the
Soviet Union and France were less willing to pressure India on its nuclear program, while
Canada and the UK were more willing to link their cooperation with India’s non-nuclear

stance.

a) Soviet Influence

The United States recognized early on that the Soviet Union was a potential
source of leverage over India’s nuclear program, and saw some value in enlisting Soviet
support to persuade India from developments that might lead to a nuclear option.'*?
India’s ties with the Soviets increased as New Delhi relied on Moscow for economic and
conventional weapons assistance, including MiG21 aircraft a few months before the 1962
Sino-Indian war.'* In 1971, India and the Soviet Union further cemented their
cooperative relationship by signing the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation. The
Soviet relationship with India, which was closer than that of the U.S. because
Washington stopped the provision of conventional assistance during the Indo-Pak wars,

meant that Moscow was in a better position to influence Indian policy in the years

directly leading up to the 1974 test.!4
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The Soviet Union was also similarly interested as the United States in preventing
the spread of nuclear weapons.'*® This meant that early on Moscow was reluctant to
actively assist Indian with creating a nuclear option. For example, when Indian scientist
Dr. Bhabha inquired about the possibility of a Soviet provided reactor that would enable
India to make weapons grade plutonium, his request was deferred.'”’ Yet, while the
Soviets were unwilling to directly assist the Indian nuclear weapons program, Moscow
was also not inclined to strain its friendly relationship with India over the issue.'** As
such, the Soviet Union was unlikely to cut off aid in an effort to influence India’s nuclear
weapons policy, even if India conducted a peaceful nuclear explosion or pursued a
nuclear weapons program.'*

Thus, as recognized by Washington, the Soviet Union was in a position to
influence India because of ties between the two states. However, even though Soviets
generally preferred nuclear non-proliferation, it was unwilling to exert any significant
leverage on India because it placed a higher priority on good relations with New Delhi.
This was the consistent position the Soviets took for most of India’s nuclear
development, notwithstanding U.S. encouragement to exercise greater leverage over New

Delhi’s nuclear policy. As a result, Soviet patron state pressures for non-proliferation

were relatively non-existent and therefore had little affect on India’s nuclear posture.
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b) Nuclear Cooperation with the West

Early on India relied on Canada, the UK, and France to some extent, for financial
and technology assistance related to its nuclear energy program. Because India preferred
to obtain its nuclear technology from Western countries, this gave them some leverage
over Indian nuclear decision-making, although France declined to exert its influence for
non-proliferation purposes. Given the nature of the supplier relationship at the time, this
effectively put India on notice that Canada, the UK and the U.S. opposed testing,
regardless of whether it was labeled a PNE, but there was little precedent for India to rely
on to predict how this would ultimately affect is nuclear program. As such, the Indians
were surprised by the strength of Western supplier state reactions after the 1974 tests, and
the extent to which it affected India’s civilian and military nuclear programs.

India developed cooperative relationships with the United Kingdom and Canada,
having formal agreements with both countries for reactors, parts, and materials for the
development of atomic energy.'® As noted by the U.S. government, “[a] common
language, favored financial arrangements with the sterling bloc area, and membership in
the commonwealth direct India’s bilatateral or intentional activities into English or
Canadian channels.”"®' This included Tarapur reactor built in 1968 and the Rajasthan

power station build with Canadian assistance that came online in 1971.** India also had

1% Central Intelligence Agency, “Indian Nuclear Energy Program,” no. WM00026, 7.
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a cooperative arrangement with the French government, beginning with joint research
projects. 133

In terms of multilateral actions, the U.S. periodically talked with the UK, Canada,
Japan, and France about India’s nuclear designs, and believed that “[w]e can continue
these discussions, trying to stimulate other countries to use their influence with the
Indians to prevent or delay a nuclear decision.”'>* In particular, the U.S. felt that
discussions with the Canadians and British were “particularly pertinent since an Indian
nuclear weapons program might involve material provided under an Indo-Canadian
agreement...and since the British currently have increased influence in New Delhi as a
result of their policy in 1971.”'> One avenue for doing this was to put India on notice
that its primary nuclear suppliers considered peaceful nuclear explosions as a violation of
the agreements, although there was substantial ambiguity as the legality of this
interprgtation. For this reason, India knew that testing in 1974 could affect its relations
with its nuclear supplier states. However, given the differing interpretations of its
contractual obligations, India could legitimately argue that it was within the terms of the
agreements by labeling the test a PNE.

As for France, it increasingly became a major provider of technical assistance for

India’s nuclear energy and space fields.">® This gave France increased ability to

13 Central Intelligence Agency, “Indian Nuclear Energy Program,” no. WM00026, 7.
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influence Indian nuclear policy, but overall the French were less inclined to promote non-
proliferation polices. For example, while the French indicated that they would act as if
they had signed the NPT, they nonetheless “continued to be less restrictive than the US in
providing India with nuclear equipment.”’®’ As such, it was recommended that the U.S.
hold further discussions with the French, and seek their cooperation in inhibiting India
developing a nuclear device and delivery systems.'®

Despite U.S. encouragement to India’s suppliers to assist with delaying or
preventing India from developing a weapons option, the Washington was not particularly
sanguine that these countries would impose severe sanctions or that they would be
effective. Rather, if India chose to test, U.S. analysts expected that other states’ response
would be relatively mild, with the exception of the imposition of some penalties in the
scientific field. The general lack of response from other states was even more likely if
India labeled its explosion a PNE and disclaimed that it was part of a weapons
program.'> Washington further expected that to the extent that states would take action,
it would be limited to scientific and technical areas.'®® U.S. analysts further stated that

“[w]e are doubtful how far the French and the Soviets would be willing to go. Probably

17 Eliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075, 32.
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they would make some noises of displeasure, but then not join in any multilateral effort to
penalized the Indians.”'®!

There is some evidence that Indian leaders were concerned about international
reactions related to the 1974 test. For example, even K. Subrahmanyam, one of India’s
traditionally outspoken proponents of India acquiring an overt nuclear deterrence posture,
“urged that India wait until the 1980s to go nuclear, when greater resources would be in
hand and India would be more able to withstand international backlash.”!®2 Nonetheless,
it appears the Gandhi government may have underestimated potential backlash to the test,
even though it was labeled a PNE. Nuclear scientist Home Sethna indicated that the
Indians thought the U.S. would stick to its fuel agreements for Tarapur.'®® The Indian
scientists were further surprised by Canada’s sharp reaction.'®

India was also able to reduce its exposure by labeling the event a PNE, and further
claiming that it did not intend to develop a nuclear weapons capability. This
characterization kept it firmly out of realm of declaring that it was developing a weapons
option, which would have caused an even larger breach with other states. This stance
was essentially consistent with its previous posture that it had reserved the right to
conduct PNEs, as distinct from a weapons test. It allowed external states, while perhaps

condemning the tests, the ability to maintain relations and hope to continue to forestall a

weapons program. The Soviet Union in particular, while interested in preventing
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proliferation, had little interest in cutting off and maintaining separation from India over
the long term.

Some Western supplier states, especially Canada, were unwilling to carry on
nuclear cooperation with India following the 1974 test and it created additional
difficulties in the already limited U.S.-Indian nuclear relationship. As a result, India’s
nuclear development was considerably slowed after the test and became much more
costly as it sought to gain self-sufficiency. Given these effects, India likely
underestimated the extent to which its program was vulnerable to external assistance, a

lesson it learned in subsequent years following the test.

C. Nuclear Non-Proliferation Regime

The Nuclear non-proliferation regime was in its infancy during the 1960s and
1970s, and began to develop simultaneously with India’s nuclear program. Relevant
measures during this time period included the establishment of the IAEA for tightening
export controls, the 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty (PTBT), and the 1968 Nuclear Non-
proliferation Treaty (NPT). While India was a supporter of the IAEA and the PTBT, it
refrained from signing the NPT. This meant that India was obligated to keep some
nuclear facilities under safeguard restrictions and a promise not to conduct nuclear
explosions above the earth’s surface. However, India was not constrained by the NPT to
not become a nuclear weapons state. The regime, as comprised of nascent norms and
institutions, was therefore not a particularly strong constraining factor prior to the 1974
test. This is despite the fact that Indian rhetoric often supported nuclear disarmament

during this time.
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India was initially receptive to international agreements to ban nuclear weapons.
This evidence suggests that India hoped that an international regime would develop and
obviate its needs for a nuclear arsenal. Early on, Prime Minister Nehru pledged that India
would not use atomic energy for other than peaceful purposes.'® He further pushed
President Eisenhower at the U.N. General Assembly in 1960 for progress on a nuclear
test ban.'® Prime Minister Nehru also urged the UK, U.S. and USSR to cease nuclear
weapons testing.'®’

India’s interest in a test ban treaty coincided with Washington’s desire to limit the
horizontal spread of nuclear weapons and in the early 1960’s, Washington began pushing
for a test ban treaty. From the United States perspective, without the Treaty, eight
countries would have the ability to achieve a basic nuclear weapons capability by the
early 1970s.'® When the Partial Test Ban Treaty opened for si gnature in 1963, Prime
Minister Nehru was one of the first world leaders to sign the Treaty, proclaiming that the
agreement will “take us towards disarmament and peace.”'® The Treaty also was signed
a year before China began conducting its first nuclear tests and India likely hoped that the
agreement would have some effect on constraining its neighbor. However, China did not

sign the agreement and continued atmospheric testing through 1980. And of course, the
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terms of the treaty do not prohibit underground explosions. With testing still an option,
India probably signed the PTBT because it did not conflict with New Delhi’s ability to
maintain a nuclear option, unlike the NPT.

India was also a staunch supporter of the IAEA, and took an active part in the UN
discussions that led to the formation of the agency.'”® When the IAEA was created, India
became a member and subjected some of its facilities to safeguards. New Delhi refused
however, as it continues to do so to this day, to accept full scope safeguards on all of its
nuclear facilities.

India also sought to rely on the principles of the non-proliferation regime in
responding to the threat of China’s nuclear program. For example, in response to a
Chinese nuclear test, Prime Minister Shastri commented that India has “always held the
view that the use of nuclear weapons should be banned by agreement and all nations in
the world should unite to save the humanity from destruction.”'’! New Delhi also sought
Washington’s support in putting forward a non-proliferation resolution to the UN as a
response to Chinese testing.'’? Indeed, officials in the U.S. government characterized
India at the time as being “publicly committed against Indian acquisition of nuclear

weapons, and has vigorously pressed for a non-proliferation treaty in the UN.” i3
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This meant that one factor that might persuade India to maintain its policy of not
developing nuclear weapons was if there was “meaningful international progress in the
field of disarmament.”' ™ Washington further understood that a failure to address India’s
concerns vis-a-vis China’s nuclear testing, and realistic efforts towards disarmament
would create further incentives for India’s leaders to choose a nuclear weapons
program,'”” and “an embittered and disillusioned India will almost certainly go all out to
become a nuclear power.”'’® In light of India’s concerns, Washington predicted that the
longer it took to create international agreements limiting testing and non-proliferation, the
less likely India would be to join them as China proceeded with its nuclear
developments.177 At the same time, as Washington recognized that New Delhi would not
accede to a non-proliferation treaty that failed to restrict China’s nuclear weapons
program, and there was no chanqe that Beijing would accept such restrictions.'”

The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty was thus a sticking point for India. Under
the terms of the NPT, India would not be recognized as a nuclear weapons state and as a
signatory, would have been required giving up this option. This point was nonnegotiable

for India, in light of China’s status as a nuclear weapons state under the NPT. In
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particular, India was concerned that the agreement would threaten India’s security as a
non-nuclear weapons state versus its nuclear-armed adversary, China.'”” There was the
additional concern for some Indian that its lack of a nuclear weapons capability would
exclude it from top-level negotiations, such as on the UN Security Council, and that
China would be included because of its nuclear weapons status.'*’

New Delhi it resisted the pressure to join the NPT on the grounds that it was
discriminatory and favored the ‘have’ nuclear weapons states at the expense of the ‘have
nots’, a justification that has continued through the present time.'®" This meant that even
if China signed the NPT, India would remain opposed because it codified the existing
nuclear order. At the same time, while India was not willing to sign the treaty in its
present form, India also sought to assure the U.S. that its “recalcitrance would not be seen
as hiding a secret desire to build a bomb.”"®

Even after its refusal to sign the NPT, Washington still hoped that India could be

persuaded to forego its own nuclear testing, or at least to delay a decision for some time.

However, efforts to convince the Indians to defer detonating a nuclear device “would be
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more likely to be successful is we were able to hold out hope of progress on a
Comprehensive Test Ban or some other major disarmament step.”'®® Yet, significant
progress on nuclear disarmament was elusive, and China continued to remain outside the
international non-proliferation framework.

In short, India was initially an active supporter of nuclear non-proliferation and
disarmament. However, the realities of its regional security environment predominated
and New Delhi stopped short of agreeing to terms that would limit its future ability to
acquire a nuclear option and permanently relegate it to a non-nuclear state in contrast to
China. Additionally, prior to the 1974 test, there were far fewer supplier state
restrictions. This meant that after the test, India was affected by the regime to the extent
that it lost access to nuclear technology and materials. However, this was a minor issue
prior to the 1974 test, outside of the patron state sources of leverage discussed above.

Further, while India was unwilling to participate in the formal non-proliferation
framework to the extent that it would limit its weapons ability, New Delhi also did not
seek to entirely ignore or undermine the process. And as Pakistan began to further its
nuclear development in the 1970s, India would invoke the principles of the non-
proliferation regime in response. In this way, India sought to use the existing framework,
combined with Indian nuclear restraint, as a way of directing international non-

proliferation constraints on its adversary.
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D. Domestic Politics

While the above explanations largely focus on India’s economic and political
position vis-a-vis external constraints, other scholars contend that variation in India’s
nuclear posture is primary the result of domestic considerations. The domestic level
explanations can be divided into two categories. The first explanation suggests that
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi decided to capitalize on popular support for the tests in
order to reap the political benefits for struggling and weak government. The second
explanation emphasizes India’s general restraint in publicly acknowledging its
capabilities throughout the course of its nuclear development and suggests that India’s
leaders have traditionally held moral and ethical reservations against relying on nuclear
weapons for state security. Prime Minister Gandhi’s decision to test then in 1974 was an
aberration in India’s nuclear history.

The first explanation largely focuses on explaining the break with India’s
traditional posture to test in 1974, while the second is used to explain India’s posture of
denying nuclear weapons intentions both before and after the tests. Taken together, the
two explanations suggest that generally India’s posture was determined by its
reservations regarding the nuclear weapons but that enterprising politicians, presumably
not hindered by moral doubts, broke this stance to capitalize on popular sentiment.'®*
This study finds that while domestic calculations did play a role in informing the

1974 nuclear test, it was primarily in response to the general consensus among Indian

leaders that India was required to respond to China’s nuclear testing. There is however

18 1t is interesting to note the potential contradiction between the explanations that the Indian leaders’
moral stance against nuclear weapons is not shared by the general population.
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little evidentiary support that the 1974 test were mainly conducted to divert attention
from India’s domestic woes. Additionally, while some of India’s leaders expressed moral
doubts about relying on a nuclear weapons capability, all of them furthered the nuclear
weapons program in significant ways. This suggests that notwithstanding their personal
beliefs, India’s leaders approached their decision-making with an eye to India’s security
requirements. Moreover, the real differences between most Indian leaders centered on
how to divide scarce resources in a developing country with very real security problems.

The following discusses how the political consensus for a more robust nuclear
policy created pemﬁssive conditions allowing Prime Minister Gandbhi to test as soon as
India was technologically capable. This is followed by a critique of the diversionary and

moral theories of India’s nuclear posture.

1. Domestic Political Pressures

China’s nuclear program led to a debate among Indian leaders as to how to best
respond to this threat. Over time and coinciding with continued, public advancements of
China’s nuclear weapons program, a clear majority of Indians supported a nuclear option.
By the time India achieved the technical capability to test, a more robust nuclear policy
was long overdue according to public sentiment. A peaceful nuclear explosion allowed
the Gandhi government to publicly respond to cross-party calls for an Indian response to
~ Chinese testing. At the same time, by labeling the explosion peaceful, India could seek to

mitigate international and regional reactions to the test.
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a) Domestic Political Support for a More Robust Nuclear
Policy

The perceived Chinese threat substantially increased Indian domestic support for
testing and developing a nuclear option. This shift in opinion occqrred both among the
elites—scientists, policymakers, members of parliament, and the press—as well as the
general population. Several of the major political parties reflected the shift, with
opposition parties calling for a change in policy, as well as some members of the ruling
Congress party supporting a more robust nuclear policy.

The consensus that India should not develop nuclear weapons but nuclear energy
for peaceful purposes began to break down with India’s loss in the 1962 Himalayan war
with China.'®® The next year rumors began that China was developing nuclear weapons,
followed by testing in 1964. Moreover, the 1965 war with Pakistan, and China’s
threatened intervention in the conflict, gave further impetus to those that favored
developing nuclear weapons,186 and added more supporters to their cause. China’s
explosion of a thermonuclear device in 1967 also underscored that Indian nuclear
advancement lagged significantly.

These events led to calls to develop nuclear weapons by supporting members
from both the opposition parties and ruling Congress Party in India.'®” The opposition

parties, in particular the Jana Sangh (which was a precursor to the BJP), criticized the
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government’s existing nuclear policy. For example, the Jana Sangh argued that it was
“criminal folly” that India did not develop its nuclear capability before China.'*®

Members of the ruling Congress Party were themselves split over how to respond
to the Chinese tests. Reportedly, there were three different groups within the Congress
Party: (1) one group that wanted the Indian nuclear question “kept under constant re-
examination”; (2) a second group that included Prime Minister Shastri and opposed bomb
construction; and (3) a small group that favored immediate construction of a bomb,'®

Of those that favored a building a bomb or rethinking the question, they
reportedly took this position—not because they wished to embarrass the government on
this issue—but because they had national security concerns.'®® There was a further
concern that Indian prestige would suffer vis-a-vis China, which would diminish Indian
influence. Additionally, those that supported bomb construction, both within and outside
the Congress Party, did so regardless of cost or the Indian government’s previously
pledges to restrict itself to the peaceful uses of nuclear energy.'”!

Not everyone agreed that India should pursue nucleaf weapons, as there were
splits within the Congress and Swatantra parties, and the Communist Party opposed

strongly opposed the development of nuclear weapons.'”? As previously discussed, there
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were a number of economic and regional factors counseling against the acquisition of
nuclear weapons. Some opponents felt that India should first become economically
strong before spending “gigantic outlays” into an atomic program,'® and believed that
India would not be able to compete against China. Other opponents were more
contingent with their opinions and preferred that India first pursued great power
protection, and failing that, develop a nuclear capability in response to China.'** In short,
where Indian leaders stood on the issue of a more robust nuclear policy was largely in
response to the severity of perceived security threats and how to best manage them.

Prime Minister Shastri was himself reluctance to pursue a different nuclear
course.'”> However, this position was subject to increasing scrutiny from members of
parliament, his own government, and the Indian press as China continued to make
substantial progress with its nuclear program.'*® The domestic debate resulted in Shastri
making decisions that would enable India to test. At the same time, the reality was that
India had not yet developed a nuclear explosive capability, so there was a limited range
of options available to Shastri to respond to Chinese developments. Because of this

technology limitation, he did not have to ultimately decide whether India should acquire
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nuclear weapons or not since India was ready to either test or produce nuclear weapons.
Instead, he set in motion the nuclear explosives program that would bring India closer to
having a weapons option in the future.

To this end, Prime Minister Shastri sought an estimate of how what would be
involved for India to conduct an underground ‘explosion.’197 He also made decisions in
1965 to develop nuclear explosives technology. Shastri further shifted from existing
official policy by announcing that India would only develop nuclear energy for peaceful
purposes, while at the same time he left open the possibility that India could change its
policy in the future.'”® This change is attributed, in part, to the fact that Shastri had
difficulty in getting formal Congress Party support for the maintaining the existing
policy, and had to acknowledge that the policy was subject to change.!”® Further, by
keeping nuclear policy under continuing study and reassessment, Shastri attempted to
appease his critics by qualifying the original statement that Indian policy had not
changed.®® Indira Gandhi inherited these domestic political pressures—which continued
to build in conjunction with continued Chinese nuclear development—when she came to
office as India’s Prime Minister in 1966. As Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi further

advanced the nuclear explosives program that would enable India to test in 1974.
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By the late 1960s, a substantial majority of the general population favored India
having an independent nuclear capability, and this sentiment was particularly strong
among the educated, urban elite.’®* By 1970 and after “China’s latest success in space, a
group of eminent Indian scientists, academicians, and politicians decided by an
overwhelming majority over the weekend that the Government should revise its present
policy and produce the atomic bomb immediately.””*** The previously expressed
rationales still existed, that India’s prestige had suffered with Chinese testing and that if
China used nuclear weapons in Asia, India would be targeted.”®® And while there was
still dissent as to whether India should acquire atomic weapons, it was likely that a clear
majority supported having peaceful nuclear explosive technology as one step short of
actually making weapons. %

Prime Minister Gandhi reportedly described the pressure on her government to
conduct the test as:

We don’t want a bomb; we just want an explosion. In the diplomatic field,

the lack of a demonstration of our nuclear capacity has been a drawback—

and one that this government thinks it will not be able to withstand much

longer. Every time there is a bang from China, the pressure goes up. This

government, with troubles at home and a general election next year, is in
no position to withstand pressures.”*
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This statement contains the émalgam of increasing domestic pressures based on Chinese
testing, prestige concerns, and domestic problems. However, as to the comment that
India did not want a bomb, the Prime Minister’s private actions would belie this
disclaimer, as she advanced India’s bomb program and delivery systems during her
tenure.

While there was considerable domestic political pressure to test, special interests
appeared to play a limited or nonexistent role in the decision to test. Some Indian press
reports had suggested that scientific interests played a role in the 1974 explosion. The
identified special interest was that the nuclear scientific community wanted to test to
regain credibility for progress that was often behind schedule with cost overruns.?°® This
would take the pressure off of India’s perceived failing nuclear power pro gram.207 The
scientists also wanted to test the validity of their designs. However, there is little
evidence that the scientists had any power to make the decision, and were limited to
lobbying the Prime Minister, who had the authority to authorize the tests. Moreover,
these concerns and scientific lobbying continued following the test and were directly
rejected on a number of occasions. This meant that while the scientists had an avenue of
influence with the Prime Minister, the latter was firmly in control of the decision-making.

The military was also kept largely out of nuclear policymaking. To the extent that

its leaders weighed in on the early debate, they did so with statements and analysis

206 7, Bruce Amstutz to U.S. Department of State, “Journalist Alleges India Has One Atomic Bomb Ready

in Reserve,” Limited Official Use, Cable 03285, 4 September 1981, Nuclear Non-Proliferation
(Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and Chadwick-Healey, 1992), no. NP01915, 1.

27 Amstutz, “Journalist Alleges India Has One Atomic Bomb Ready in Reserve,” no. NP01915, 1.
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generally suggesting that India’s primary threat remained conventional in nature,
notwithstanding the continued Chinese nuclear testing. As a result, the military was wary
of any program that would divert resources from conventional preparations. Yet, there
was some support for continued work on a nuclear program, viewed through a long-term
lens of requiring appropriate delivery systems for deterrence against China, and as long
such a program did not affect the resource allocations for conventional systems.>*®

In short, the 1962 military defeat coupled with the Chinese nuclear tests in 1964
set off a wave of political debate as to how India should best respond to its changed
security environment. As China continued to test, political opinion—particularly among
the elites, and reflected in the political parties—demanded that the government undertake
a more robust nuclear policy in response. This set in motion the decisions to develop
nuclear explosive capability, which came to fruition in 1973, with the test following
shortly thereafter. Thus, China caused the fundamental shift in Indian nuclear thinking,

with political pressures compelling a timely response.”*

b) Timing of the Decision to Test
Notwithstanding the domestic debate, India did not have the technological
capability initially to respond to Chinese advancements. For this reason, the timing of the
test was based in large part on when the capability was actually developed. That is not to

discount the fact that Prime Minister Gandhi was under domestic pressure to respond—

298 See Mirchandani, India’s Nuclear Dilemma, 54-56, for a survey of India’s military views related to the
utility of nuclear weapons to address the threat posed by China.

2% 1t is not clear when Indian leaders became aware of Pakistan’s 1972 decision to pursue nuclear weapons.

There is evidence that India knew of the Pakistani program following the 1974 test.
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she was. However, it does suggest that arguments that are based on a public diversionary
tactic as dictating the timing are much less compelling.

Indira Gandhi came to power in 1966 as Prime Minister of a country that had seen
two wars within three years, and would have to face a third war with Pakistan in 1971.
The very closed economy was devastated from war, and there was recurring widespread
famine, internal sectarian violence, and sluggish economic growth for several years.*'’
And of course, the Chinese continued to make very public gains with their declared
nuclear weapons program.

Against this backdrop, it is speculated that test may have been conducted to boost
Prime Minister Gandhi’s popularity in advance of upcoming elections. Some observers
explained the test as a way to salvage Prime Minister Gandhi’s image.?!! It was
suggested that she decided to test “in order to give sagging Indian morale a psychological
boost in the face of increasing domestic disillusionment and discontent, rampant
inflation, and serious food problems.”zl2 The timing of the test served to divert public

opinion from the government’s “mounting domestic problems,” while also boosting

India’s international prestige.*'> It was also suggested that a further benefit from the test

219 For example, Indian economic growth averaged 1.65% from 1971-1974, data compiled from the World
Bank, “World Development Indicators,” 1997.
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prior to upcoming elections would be to strengthen Indian nationalism, a political basis

that Prime Minister Gandhi was cultivating.?'*

In short, the explanation for the timing of
the test in 1974 is that Prime Minister Gandhi tested as a way to boost her popularity
shortly before the scheduled upcoming elections the following year.

215 the

While conducting a nuclear test could potentially further these interests,
diversionary explanation for the timing suffers from two analytic deficiencies.”'® First,
the groundwork for the tests, which included both the technical capability and political
justifications, began years earlier and at a time that Prime Minister Gandhi was extremely
popular. Second, testing a year later would have put the test in closer proximity to the
scheduled elections, when she would have wanted a surge in popularity.

After coming to power in 1966 and conducting a review of India’s nuclear
program, Prime Minister Gandhi continued the nuclear explosives program. The design
for the nuclear explosive device that would be used for India’s first tests was initiated in

1968.%'" At this point, there were sufficient stocks of plutonium to begin test

preparations.”'® Testing also required a fast breeder reactor to conduct theoretical

214 Bliot, “NSSM 156 on Indian Nuclear Developments,” no. PR01075, 9.

213 While perhaps the test was politically motivated, in part, to provide a boost in popularity for the
upcoming elections, it actually did little in the long run for Gandhi’s political survival as the chronic
internal problems remained. Gandhi declared a state of emergency and suspended the upcoming elections
the year following the test.

218 There is no written record of her decision to test, and she did not consult or inform all of her cabinet
colleagues of her decision, and others were informed shortly before the test. Bhatia, India’s Nuclear Bomb,
145. As Prime Minister it was within her authority to order the tests without consultation.

217 perkovich, 141.
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calculations. Prime Minister Gandhi approved the Purnima reactor, which was
completed in 1972.2' In 1972 she gave the final authorization to take the final steps and
assemble the device, and the same year explorations for possible test sites began.*** In
the meantime, Indian public rhetoric increased justifying the legitimacy of conducting
PNEs. The technical issues related to testing were resolved by 1973.%*!

The fact that she authorized the test a couple of years in advance of the actual test
suggest that immediate political concerns were not the proximate cause of her decision.
Furthermore, when Prime Minister Gandhi made the decisions to continue work on
nuclear explosives, she enjoyed widespread public support. For example, U.S. estimates
noted that “[pJublic opinion, in its present nationalist mood, would probably favor tests,
although, in the wake of India’s victory over Pakistan, the political pressures for going
nuclear are less than a year ago [1971].”222 Her political position in 1972, the year that
she approved assembling a nuclear explosive device, was further described as
“unassailable” given India’s victory over Pakistan in the 1971 war, and the “liberation” of
Bangladesh.??® And finally, Indira Gandhi herself indicated that the PNE was conducted

when the scientists were ready.??*

%1% Bhatia, India’s Nuclear Bomb, 141.

20 perkovich, 146 and 171.

22! Abraham, The Making of the Indian Atomic Bomb, 142.
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The second analytic reason for questioning the diversionary explanation is that
she would have garnered greater political impact by testing in 1975, the year before
elections were scheduled to be held. Shortly after the tests, enthusiasm qﬁickly waned
and the previous issues related to food shortages, high prices, and labor and political
unrest dominated.?? Tt is possible that Prime Minister Gandhi she did not accurately
predict the life cycle of popularity from the tests, but it seems unlikely that as a political
veteran that she expected the nuclear developments to long overshadow the immediate
concerns much of the population was facing.

For these reasons, it is likely that the timing of the; test was less because of the
general elections coming up and more based on the continuing pressures from the
Chinese program combined with having achieved the technological capability to test.
This means that Prime Minister Gandhi likely would have test earlier if she would have

had the option.

2. Moral Constraints

Some analysts point to moral opposition to nuclear weapons as a reason that India
adopted nuclear restraint. Both prior to the 1974 test and afterwards, Indian leaders
rejected acquiring a nuclear weapons capability on the basis of the enormously
destructive power of the weapons. This sense of moralism appears to come largely from
the ruling elite, given the general widespread support for an Indian nuclear program

among the public. Thus, whether India test are not, would be contingent, at least in part,

23 .S. Department of State, “India: Uncertainty over Nuclear Policy,” Confidential Intelligence Note, 13
June 1974, Weapons of Mass Destruction (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and
Chadwick-Healey, 1992), no. WM00169, 2.
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on the moral preferences of the Prime Minister as the ultimate decision maker. However,
this perspective is undercut by evidence that Indian Prime Ministers, even those morally
opposed to nuclear weapons, furthered India’s military program. This explanation also
fails to explain why Indira Gandhi, who apparently had no moral compunction with
nuclear weapons, did not continue testing after 1974. I first outline the basic argument
for a morally informed nuclear posture, followed by evidence that suggests Indian

regional security problems trumped a doctrine of nonviolence.

a) The Argument in Support of Moral Constraints

Some scholars have suggested that the Indian conceptions of morality and
nonviolence are at odds with nuclear weapons development and have attributed this
stance as having a significant effect on India’s restrained nuclear policy.?® For example,
Perkovich argues that “for decades Indian leaders and citizens genuinely expressed moral
and existential doubts about possessing nuclear weapons, even as the capability to do so
was in hand. This distinguished India from the six earlier nuclear-weapons states, all of
whom developed and deployed nuclear weapons as soon as they physically could with no
moral pause.”227 These moral and ethical doubts conceivably translated into a policy of
nuclear ambiguity, which put off deciding India’s nuclear fate for decades.

From this perspective, since Indian independence in 1947 and throughout its
nuclear development, India has sought to incorporate moral and ethical constraints on its

own domestic nuclear program and in the international environment at large. This

228 perkovich, India's Nuclear Bomb, 6.
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modern moral vision largely rests on the Gandhian tradition of nonviolence. Gandhi was
abhorred by the United States bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of World
War II and “believed that the bomb would bring moral devastation on those who

developed and used it.”**®

Since Gandhi was assassinated shortly after Indian
independence, it was his handpicked successor Jawaharlal Nehru who would have to
struggle with the policy implications of combining morality and nuclear weapons.

Statements during Nehru’s administration suggest that Indian leaders strongly
opposed nuclear weapons. For example, Indian Defense Minister Katju declared: “There
has been a great deal of talk about nuclear weapons, atomic energy and all that. We do
not want them. Our whole foreign policy is based on it. We hate bombs, atom bombs and
hydrogen bombs and it would be ridiculous, I suggest, for India with its declared policies
and its very limited resources to think on these lines at all.”?®

In line with his personal moral beliefs, Nehru consistently proposed international
measures to limit the development and spread of nuclear weapons during his tenure in
office. Under his leadership, India during the 1950’s presented eight different unilateral
and multilateral disarmament initiatives to the UN and argued against the moral and

ethical implications of a world filled with nuclear weapons.”® Early on, India also

helped found the IAEA in 1957 and signed the PTBT in 1963. India’s moral stance has
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consistently sought to promote peaceful nuclear energy, prohibition and disarmament of
nuclear weapons and “equity, fairness, and justice in the negotiation of international

. . 2
agreements on nuclear nonproliferation.” 3

Integral to this international critique, India
also sought to highlight the apparent hypocrisy of the non-proliferation regime, as
embodied in the NPT, which sought to limit the horizontal spread of nuclear weapons
while the first five nuclear states continued to refine and expand their nuclear arsenals.
In terms of India’s own domestic nuclear development, since Nehru was morally
opposed to building nuclear weapons, he consistently indicated that India would not take
this path while it sought to develop peaceful nuclear energy to support India’s economic
and technological growth. This moral perspective was similarly reflected in Nehru’s
successors and most Indian Prime Ministers, including Shastri, Desai, Rajiv Gandhi and
Rao, who were all personally opposed to relying on the weaponization of India’s nuclear
capabilities for state security. With the exception of Indira Gandhi of the Congress Party
and Vajpayee of the BJP, most of India’s leaders articulated in domestic and international

forums the importance of a moral and ethical foreign policy that prevented the

development and use of nuclear weapons.

b) Weighing Moral and Ethical Constraints
There are limits to how much a moral, culturally based explanation can account
for Indian nuclear policy, primarily because the actions of Indian leaders have differed

substantially from their rhetoric. There is no question that many of India’s Prime

51 David Cortright and Amitabh Mattoo, eds., India and the Bomb: Public Opinion and Nuclear Options
(Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 1996), 8.
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Ministers were personally influenced by the beliefs of Gandhi and ahisma, or
nonviolence. Still, the evidence suggests that the dictates of providing for state security,
both militarily and diplomatically, have compelled Indian leaders despite their moral
reservations to develop nuclear weapons capabilities for India.

Nehru himself was concerned that India’s previously backward military
technology had allowed foreign occupation.”? He therefore sought to support India’s
science and technology, including in the nuclear field. Nehru also seemed to be
significantly influenced by the need to pursue nuclear capabilities, heightened by India’s
regional security problems. As early as 1958, while claiming that India would never build
nuclear weapons, he also claimed that India could have a bomb in as early as 3-4 years.?>
In retrospect this was clearly an exaggeration of the progress and pace of Indian
development, but also suggests that Nehru was aware of the potential deterrence aspect of
the bomb. As it were, India would not have the material, equipment, and designs
necessary for detonating a nuclear weapon in anything like three or four years from
1958—indeed it would take until 1974 before India has the requisite research and
technology to test.?*

Not only did Nehru suggest a potential deterrent function for the nuclear program,

he furthered the nuclear program. Nehru appointed Dr. Bhabha to the head of the Indian

Atomic Energy Commission—who ardently believed in India having the capability to

232 Donnelly, “India and Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP02483, 5.
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build nuclear weapons—and provided the resources to create a scientific base on which
the nuclear explosive program would be built. Nehru also kept India from giving up the
option early on under safeguard agreements.

As the Indian security environment only continued to worsen on a regional level
throughout the 1960’s with the 1962 border war with China, 1964 Chinese nuclear test at
Lop Nur, security considerations played an important role in Nehru’s decision-making. It
was Nehru who, in 1962, while being “vehemently against a test” reportedly told Bhabha
to “speed up efforts to develop the capability for a peaceful nuclear explosion.”**®
Further, during this time period that a general waning of India’s global disarmament
approach began with only initiating four initiatives proposed from 1960-1974.%%

The moral stance was further weakened when Shastri and Indira Gandhi strayed
from the rigid no-use policy and turned to more ambiguous stance based on security
concerns.”’ In 1964 Shastri came to power following Nehru and as “a Gandhian, was
initially horrified at the prospect of India ever developing nuclear weapons.”*® Shastri

further sought to limit India’s regional engagements to prevent an arms race given the

domestic problems of food shortages and sought security commitments abroad to avoid

35 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 89.
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developing a nuclear capability. However, the established nuclear weapons states were
unwilling to provide guarantees and he ultimately allowed the scientists to go ahead with
developing a peaceful nuclear weapons device.”*” Thus, while Shastri was personally
opposed to nuclear weapons, he also took a further step towards an Indian nuclear option
by acknowledging to the Indian parliament that India had a right to conduct peaceful
nuclear explosions, which opened the door for India to develop a bomb.**°

Shastri died of a heart attack in 1966 and Indira Gandhi succeeded him in office.
Gandhi herself did not appear to be morally concerned with the nature of nuclear
weapons and made the series of decisions necessary to conduct the nuclear tests.”*! Her
perspective was supported by other scientists and politicians, that according to U.S.
authors, “cast Ahisma (doctrine of harmlessness to all that lives) to the winds” in reaction
to the Chinese space launch and thus would never sign the non-proliferation treaty.?*?

When Indira Gandhi chose to test in 1974 as soon as India had the technical
ability, she carefully emphasized the “nonviolent” aspects of the tests by arguing that
they were “peaceful nuclear explosion” which would ultimately help Indian development.

Yet, there is little indication that she was restrained in declaring India a nuclear weapons

state by focusing on the “peaceful” aspects of nuclear development because she was

2% Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 89.
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informed by the same moral considerations as her father, Nehru. Indeed, given earlier
analysis in this chapter, her description of the explosion was largely seen as an
international justification for what at the time was an arguably legitimate pursuit of
nuclear powér.

In short, even India’s most vocal proponents of the evils of nuclear bombs took
steps to further India’s own weapons program, This suggests at a minimum, regional
security concerns outweighed Indian preferences to reﬁain from acquiring nuclear
weapons. Additionally, there were Indian leaders with no significant moral reservations
that did not declare India a nuclear weapons state, including Indira Gandhi. This suggests

that other factors are more relevant for determining India’s nuclear posture.

II. Explaining Indian Nuclear Ambiguity, 1974-1990

These trends are despite the host of domestic challenges and significant regional
security pressures that have faced India since independence in 1947. The reality is that
India as a developing power has been subject to a myriad of concerns that have
threatened to undermine the viability of it as a nation-state and its leaders have had to
balance these demands while seeking to throw off the history of colonialism. Throughout
its post-independence history, India has had to democratically govern one of world’s
largest and poorest populations, cope with internal identity conflicts, and fight four major
wars with its neighbors China and Pakistan while simultaneously battling famine, slow
economic growth and legacies of colonialism. It is against this background that India has
developed, considerably through indigenous channels, a civil and military nuclear

program.
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In particular, the challenges of nation building have made Indian leaders
vulnerable to the economic, material and technological non-proliferation constraints
imposed by the United States and have led to an opaque nuclear posture for most of
India’s nuclear development. A state that is facing these kinds of domestic and
international challenges can ill afford to be denied technology, development aid and
loans, or face economic sanctions for openly defying U.S. non-proliferation efforts.
These lessons were learned by India after the 1974 tests and have played an important
role in Indian decision-making calculations. Not only has India sought to avoid the
negative ramifications of economic and technologic denial, India has attempted, with
varying degrees of intensity and success, to engage the United States enough to garner
trade and advanced technology benefits. Even during the Cold War and since the early
1980s, India has identified the United States as its preferred source of high technology
and trade and Indian efforts to gain access to these resources has led to mutual exchange
in which India has maintained a restrained nuclear posture in return for some cooperation
in these areas with the United States.?*?

Moreover, given the domestic demands on the economy associate with a large,
divided and very poor population with basic services to provide, India could not afford to

spark costly confrontations or provoking an arms race with its neighbors Pakistan and

243 Stephen P. Cohen, "Why Did India "Go Nuclear"?" in India's Nuclear Security, Raju G. C. Thomas and
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India has always preferred to do so with the West rather than the Soviets/Russia. Nicholas Platt to Robert
C. McFarlane, “Fact Sheets for the President’s Use During Meetings with Rajiv Gandhi,” Memorandum,
31 May 1985, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive and
ProQuest/Chadwick-Healey, 1992), no. NP02225.
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China. Indian economic and scientific struggle from 1974 through the mid-1990s,
combined with external constraints in the form of U.S. non-proliferation pressures,
suggest important reasons for Indian restraint that has prevented it from overtly
demonstrating its nuclear capabilities and intentions through 1998.

The following traces India’s struggle to consolidate the state while developing a
nuclear capability, with several turning points in its history, following the 1974 tests, the
consideration of testing from 1980-1984, 1995 and again in 1996. The final culmination
of decades of research and investment in a nuclear program finally came to fruition in
1998 when India tested a series of nuclear explosions and declared itself a nuclear
weapons state. This change in posture occurred after India was able to establish a closer
relationship to the United States, combined with significant economic growth and
generally benign security environment during the 1990s, creating the permissive
conditions for India to test its nuclear capabilities that had been in development for

decades.

A. Description of Indian Ambiguity 1974-1990

After the 1974 nuclear test, Indian leaders reverted back to an ambiguous posture
that did not include further peaceful nuclear explosions or declaring itself a nuclear
weapons state. This stance primarily consisted of Indian leaders denying that India
possessed nuclear weapons and claiming that the nuclear program was for peaceful
purposes only. However, India reserved the right to change its nuclear policy, meaning it
retained the option to build nuclear weapons. And as Pakistan continued to develop its

nuclear weapons program, Indian leaders increasingly began to make India’s restraint
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supply relationship. As such, the USSR’s general approach to Indian proliferation neither
helped nor hindered it. For this reason, the Soviet Union was not a particularly important
factor, as either a patron state or as related to its international non-proliferation
obligations, in determining India’s nuclear posture.

Similarly, France was not willing to take India to task for testing. Indeed, France
was reluctant in general to participate in any non-proliferation measures until acceding to
the NPT in 1995 and signing the CTBT in 1996. For example, the Chairman of the
French Atomic Energy Commission publicly congratulated the Indians after the 1974

test.426

More telling, the French were willing to help India construct two unsafeguarded
power reactors and a fast breeder reactor.*”” Thus, while most other major nuclear
suppliers cooperated, broadly speaking, in making India’s nuclear program harder,
France was a major exception.

France’s conduct was a clear signal that the non-proliferation regime was at this
time largely based on U.S. efforts.*”® The U.S. further recognized that France was a weak
link in the non-proliferation regime and that its cooperation was necessary in order to
tighten export controls, and sought to have France shut off the spigot.429 However, India

had little concern as related directly to France, and thus the latter was not a significant

factor in Indian nuclear decision-making.
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2. India Avoids International and Regional Non-Proliferation
Restrictions

After the 1974 nuclear test, India maintained a consistent position of rejecting
international and regional non-proliferation agreements and proposals that did not restrict
China’s nuclear weapons capabilities. This meant that India continued to stay largely
outside of the direct obligations of the international non-proliferation regime. Rather, by
avoiding nuclear safeguards and treaty commitments, India preserved its nuclear option
that would enable it to develop weapons in the future to address its long-term security
concerns vis-a-vis China.**

Prior to the test, New Delhi had signed and ratified the Partial Test Ban Treaty
and subjected some of its facilities to IAEA safeguards, although not all of its facilities

! India was not a

were covered, including its own indigenous plants and materials.
member of the Nuclear Suppliers Group. And of course, New Delhi refused to join the
NPT, arguing that it was discriminatory because it did not require nuclear weapons states
to disarm, and that India had the right to develop nuclear energy for peaceful purposes.*
India also specifically criticized the NPT for not constraining China’s nuclear forces.

The further impact of India not signing the NPT is that Pakistan was likewise unwilling

to give up its nuclear ambitions while India retained its option.
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At the same time that India rej ectéd international restrictions on its nuclear option,
New Delhi also sought to portray its stance as consistent with non-proliferation. Its
argument against the NPT was based on the discriminatory nature of the agreement, and
India supported the overall goals of disarmament. Additionally, India would point to its
own restraint as related to weapons proliferation and contrast its conduct with Pakistan’s
clandestine nuclear activities.*>

In addition to rejecting international non-proliferation agreements that would limit
India nuclear option, New Delhi also refused to seriously consider any Pakistani
proposals. Over time Islamabad put forward a number of options to limit the
development of nuclear weapons in South Asia, including: the establishment of a nuclear
weapons free zone in South Asia (1974); joint declaration renouncing the acquisition or
manufacture of nuclear weapons (1978); mutual inspection of nuclear facilities (1979),
simultaneous adherence to the NPT by India and Pakistan; acceptance of IAEA
safeguards (1979); and bilateral/regional nuclear test ban (1987).*** The main

impediment remained the fact that any bilateral or regional agreements would not

constrain the China’s nuclear weapons capability. As such, the Pakistani proposals were

BIuUs. Department of State, “Transcript of PM's Press Conference,” Press Conference, 20 October 1987,
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not a realistic option for India, and New Delhi rejected them because China was not
included.**

In short, the non-proliferation regime mattered early on to the extent some of
India’s important suppliers began denying India access to previously available nuclear
technology and materials. India was willing absorb these material costs in order to retain
its nuclear option, especially because its two main adversaries—China and Pakistan—
remained outside of the institutional frameworks.

At the same time, it wasn’t the goals of the non-proliferation regime that India
objected to, but rather its ineffectiveness at addressing the threats posed by China and
Pakistan’s nuclear weapons programs. As such, India viewed the nuclear option as a
security requirement it could not afford to trade away by agreement. Additionally,
emphasizing Indian support of disarmament goals and own restrained conduct allowed it
to credibly argue that Pakistan was the proliferation threat. If India had continued testing,

in addition risking further material disadvantages, it would have lost the diplomatic

stance that other states should be seeking to restrain Pakistani nuclear activities.

3. The Permanent Extension of the NPT and CTBT

India again was under increased non-proliferation pressure during the 1990s as
the permanent extension for the NPT became due in 1995 and the Clinton administration
sought the passage of the CTBT. While India was unwilling to give up its nuclear option,
it also sought to not directly undermine either agreement, likely because it did not want to

increase existing friction with Washington over the issue. This time period was

433 Donnelly, “India and Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP02483, 4.
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complicated for India diplomatically as it sought to maintain economic and technical
cooperation with the U.S. while at the same time deflecting pressure on its nuclear
program.

The negotiations for the permanent extension of the NPT and CTBT occurred at
the same time that India dusted off its nuclear testing sites. Some observers saw this
move as a protest to the non—proliferatioﬁ measures,*® but at the same time India chose to
wait to test until after the agreements were signed. Given Indian interests in better
relations with the U.S., it would have been inopportune to test while the U.S. was pushing
the CTBT.*" In this way, India could avoid disapprobation for directly challenging the
non-proliferation regime, but at the same time clearly signal that it remained outside of
the framework.

However, India’s position on the NPT and later the CTBT became increasingly
isolated during the 1990s as two long-standing holdouts—China and France—acceded to
the treaties. This put increasing pressure on India to sign the agreements, which it
steadfastly resisted. But it also put India on the defensive to the extent that its long
standing justification that it would not sign a treaty that China was not a party to was
insufficient. India had to rely on the continued justification of the discriminatory nature
of the agreements to implicitly remind other states that its real reason for not signing the

treaties is because India would not be considered a nuclear weapons state like China.

436 K arnad, Nuclear Weapons & Indian Security, 373-374.

“7 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 399.
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E. Domestic Politics

There was general support for the Indian nuclear weapons program from a broad
spectrum of sources that crossed party lines and included special interests and elite and
mass public opinion. Public support for nuclear weapons was largely based on reports of
Pakistani nuclear progress. Nonetheless, Indian Prime Ministers retained the nuclear
portfolio, and while they authorized efforts to increase India’s ability to produce and
deliver nuclear weapons, these efforts were kept largely private. This meant that while
public opinion was not in and of itself a determinative factor in India retaining an
ambiguous posture; indeed, public support was a pressure for a more transparent nuclear
policy. Additionally, with increases in the Indian nuclear weapons program, there is little

evidence that moral reservation was a primary consideration for India’s leaders.

1. Domestic Political Interests

Following the 1974 nuclear test, there remained strong public support for India to
have a more robust nuclear posture, which included at a minimum continued testing.
Support for India’s nuclear option was spread across a wide range of interests groups,
political parties, and the general population. This mean that India’s Prime Ministers
could have capitalized on popular support for nuclear weapons, but clearly this was not
the case as only two different Prime Ministers have ever exercised the option.*® Instead,

Indian leaders have generally sought to balance other priorities as the expense of

% Additionally, the issue of ‘weak governments’ cannot be a causal factor given the fact many
governments in India history are weak. Since Independence in 1947, India has had at least seven Prime
Ministers that have held power for less than two years,
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exercising the nuclear option. This is consistent with the other issues such as poverty
alleviation and addressing government and business corruption that most Indians find
more important. Moreover, while the test may have been authorized, in part, based on
domestic political calculations, after the 1974 tests India had “learned” its lesson and as it
sought to further economic and scientific progress with the U.S., policies that would
garner more public support than a public display of India’s nuclear progress.

There was continued support for India’s nuclear program following the 1974 test,
with the same general political lines drawn as before the explosion. In the immediate
aftermath of the test, all of India’s major political parties “welcomed the explosion in the
Rajasthani desert.”®® Additionally, popular sentiment generally favored a nuclear

capability.**°

A poll conducted in 15 cities in 1981 showed that 70% of urban residents
believed that India should develop nuclear weapons.*' This strong pro-bomb
constituency continued in India, especially in light of Pakistan’s nuclear development.
Additionally, there was no corresponding popular anti-nuclear movement in India.**?
There also still existed a number of domestic political actors that called for India
to revise its nuclear policy and adopt an open posture. These factions primarily consisted

of military leaders, scientists who supported testing, and opposition political parties. For

example, there were several high profile military leaders such as K. Subrahmanyan in the

9 U.S. Department of State, “India: Uncertainty over Nuclear Policy,” no. WM00169, 1.
“9 Donnelly, “India and Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP02483, 5-6.
“! Donnelly, “India and Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP02483, 6.

“us. Department of State, “India-Pakistan: Pressures for Nuclear Proliferation,” no, WM00283, 2-3.
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Defence Ministry and Army Chief General K. Sundarji who were well known to support
India having nuclear weapons to deter Pakistan.**’

Moreover, calls for an Indian nuclear weapons capability increased with
corresponding evidence of Pakistan’s nuclear progress, creating more pressure on the
government to respond. For example, after Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi stated that
Pakistan was close to manufacturing a nuélear weapon, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
urged the government to build nuclear weapons in response.*** This pattern—reports of
Pakistani nuclear weapons, followed by calls from the BJP to immediately build nuclear
weapons—continued throughout the late 1970s until India tested in 1998.*** Similarly,
members of India's parliament, cutting across party lines, appealed to Prime Minister
Rajiv Gandhi to revise India's nuclear policy because of the reported increase in Pakistan
nuclear capability.**® Those calling for an open nuclear posture included members of the
Congress Party, which essentially controlled India for most of the 1980s. In short, calls
for an overt nuclear stance came from both special interests, as well as cut across party
lines.

However, Indian Prime Ministers steadfastly resisted pressures to resume testing

or publicly declare India a nuclear weapon state. Instead the general government

3 John Gunther Dean to U.S. Department of State, “Article on the Pak Nuclear Program,” Unclassified
Cable 07381, March 1987, Nuclear Non-Proliferation (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive
and Chadwick-Healey, 1992), no. NP02444, 6.

4 vIndia Rightists want Bomb," The New York Times, 23 June 1985, 3.
3 See, e.g., Donnelly, “India and Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP02483, 8.

6 vIndia MPs call for ‘Deterrent' Against Pakistan's Nuclear Capability," Press Trust of India, 8 December
1986, in Lexis-Nexis Academic Universe, http://web.lexis-nexis.com.
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response was to indicate that India was prepared to respond to the Pakistani threat if

circumstances warranted it.*¥’

In short, appeals for India across the domestic spectrum
were not strong enough for the ruling government to choose a nuclear option, one that
would have been quite popular at the time.

This is not to say that there was universal support for a nuclear weapons program.
There was however a broad base consensus supporting continued testing and nuclear
development.**® If India’s nuclear posture was entirely dependent on elite and popular
support, at a minimum it should have continued testing after 1974. Nonetheless, Indian
Prime Ministers, Who traditionally retained the nuclear portfolio,**® refused to bend to
these calls beyond stating that India was keeping its option open. This is because the
Indian Prime Minister had a set of complicating factors to balance and garnering public
support through the nuclear program generally took less priority than cultivating
economic programs and preventing a regional arms race.

For example, in 1982 Indian nuclear scientists and the Chief of Army Staff Rao
reportedly approached Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and lobbied her to continue testing

and create an overt deterrent.*”° She took their arguments under advisement, and then

later rejected the prospect of testing, citing economic constraints as the reason.**! Rajiv

“7 Donnelly, “India and Nuclear Weapons,” no. NP02483, 8.
“8 U.S. Department of State, “India: Uncertainty over Nuclear Policy,” no. WM00169, 4.

9 Following the example of India's prime ministers, Rajiv Gandhi retained the portfolios of atomic energy,
high technology, and related industry. See "Briefly: India," Nucleonics Week, 10 January 1985, 13.

450 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 253-255; Perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb, 242.

3! Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 286-287.
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Gandhi generally followed this approach during his tenure in office through 1989. When
he did seek to garner public support for military security with the ill-fated Brasstacks
Exercises, he still largely avoided the nuclear issue. Similarly, in 1995 when Prime
Minister Rao considered testing, domestic political factors were not the primary concern
for him. For example, when the scientists suggested that a test would boost his
popularity, he reportedly snapped, “let me worry about that.”**?

Even Prime Minister Vajpayee, who ultimately authorized the 1998 nuclear tests,
was influenced by factors other than widespread support for testing, as demonstrated
when he cancelled tests during his first tenure in office in 1996. Atal Behari Vajpayee
and the BJP came to power briefly in 1996 for two weeks and during this short duration
in power, Vajpayee ordered and then retracted the decision to conduct nuclear tests. The
nationaiist BJP party had campaigned on éplatform of Hindutva, which entailed a
number of policies that, if enacted, would move India further away from its secular
identity and embrace a nationalist Hindu policy. Part of this platform called for India to
‘induct’ its nuclear weapons capability. Given the fact that the BJP needed public
support given its rather tenuous hold on power, making a public statement by testing
would show that the BJP would ‘do what it had said it would do’.*®> These domestic

political motivations were probably responsible for Vajpayee sending for India’s two top

nuclear scientists, Kalam and Chidambaram to brief him on the status India’s nuclear

*52 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace.

43 See Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 31.
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program immediately after being sworn in as Prime Minister.*’ * Interestingly, Rao had
sent Vajpayee a handwritten note the day he was sworn in, telling him to see Kalam
about the “N issue”.**>

In any event, the effort to conduct test during the two-week tenure in 1996
ultimately failed on a number of levels. First, Vajpayee had trouble locating Kalam for
several days. Additionally, there was reportedly pressure by Indian advisors to Vajpayee
to forgo the tests as the expected international fallout would be more difficult to weather
if there was not a government in place, a likely possibility given the twenty-four party
coalition that was barely holding.**® These fears were furthered when U.S. satellites
picked up the activity in the Rajasthan Desert and mustered diplomatic pressure on the
BJP to refrain from testing. Finally, after just thirteen days in office, the BJP lost the vote
of confidence to form a government. The significance of this event suggests that while
the tests were largely ordered to bolster the BJP’s domestic posture, the decision to
retract the tests was due in large part to the direct pressure the U.S. was able to bring to
bear on the vulnerable government. Had the U.S. not been a factor in Vajpayee’s
calculations, he would have been more likely to follow through with the testing.
However, he understood that leaving India susceptible to external pressures without a

government in place would be more detrimental to Indian interests than the benefits of

testing.

44 Chengappa, in reporting this meeting, recognizes the tenuousness of the government, given the shaky
coalition that the BJP had cobbled together to form a government. Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 29.

455 See Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 31.

4% Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 32.
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After the BJP government fell, a new coalition was formed under the United Front
Party, with Gowda as Prime Minister and “in public they adopted a more conciliatory
stance toward India’s neighbors and sent signals to Washington suggesting that they

d.”*7 This stance

would not go ahead with the test that Vajpayee had authorize
essentially remained through the successive administration of Gujral, also from the
United Front Party, through November of 1997, followed by the BJP returning to power
in 1998.

In short, there was a broad spectrum of interests that supported a more robust
nuclear policy in India. Certainly within this category there remained differences as to
the best way to provide for Indian security and whether this included an overt nuclear
deterrence posture, as highlighted in the initial debate regarding China’s first nuclear
tests. Nonetheless, Indian Prime Ministers did little to capitalize on this support and

instead focused on balancing India’s regional threats with efforts to increase economic

growth. This strategy was facilitated by an ambiguous posture.

2. Moral Constraints

There is little evidence that moral reservation was a determinative factor for
India’s restrained nuclear posture between 1974 and 1998. In particular, during this time
period there was only one prime minister that was morally opposed to nuclear weapons,
Prime Minister Desai, and he also furthered the Indian nuclear weapons program. The
fact that there was not further testing with Prime Ministers who did not share these

reservations suggests that other factors were at play.

7 Talbott, Engaging India, 39.
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Prime Minister Morarji Desai came to power in March 1977 when the Janata
party won over the Congress Party and Indira Gandhi. Desai reportedly was very
influenced by Gandhi’s beliefs and “had always been vehemently opposed to India
developing nuclear weapons.”® Further, Desai was concerned about India’s economic
position and concerned about entering into a nuclear arms race that “[eJconomically, it
will hurt us greatly if we try to enter the nuclear race because of its fantastic cost.”**’
Still, in an effort to preserve India’s nuclear option, Desai resisted pressures to sign the
NPT, gave permission to refine the designs of the explosive device and allowed the
purchase of the Jaguar aircraft that, if properly fitted, would be able to carry a nuclear
payload.460

When Indira Gandhi returned to power in 1979, she “began where she left off”
and appointed scientist Ramanna, a proponent of a nuclear capable India, as head of
India’s nuclear development to get things going.*! This effort included clearing the test
shafts, piloting a nuclear sub study and authorizing work on five different types of
missileé to deliver India’s nuclear warheads. Given the fact that Indira had little moral
compunction about the role of nuclear capability for India, it is unclear from this
perspective why she did not test again from 1980-1984. That is, if morality is the

variable that has provided constraint on the nuclear weapons program, then we should see

testing when a leader does not have this personal restraint, but this is not the case with

% Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 217.

9 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 218.

*% Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 226-227.

#1 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, 203.
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either Gandhi in the 1980s or Vajpayee in 1996 when he retracted the decision to test.
Other factors than morality clearly played a role in determining India’s nuclear posture.

Indira Gandhi was assassinated in 1984 and her son Rajiv succeeded her. Rajiv
Gandhi seemed to be influenced by the moral implications of nuclear weapons but, as his
predecessors before him, implemented programs that significantly furthered India’s trend
towards weaponizing its nuclear capabilities. During Rajiv’s tenure in office, he tested
authorized testing of the Prithvi, Agni and Nag missiles, and reportedly also approved of
weaponization for the first time in Indian history.**

These programs were all build on later by Rao, who was in office from 1991-
1996, despite the fact that he was a well know opponent of nuclear weapons personally.
During Rao’s tenure, he had the tests shafts prepared for testing as well as allowing the
further testing of the Prithvi and Agni missile tests, which are designed to carry nuclear
warheads. It was also during Rao’s tenure that India was officially a nuclear weapons
state in terms of both nuclear and delivery capability via missiles.

For a short period to time following Rao’s five-year term in office and before the
BJP came to power again in 1998, the United Front Party had two Prime Ministers, Deve
Gowda and Gujral. From 1996-1997, these governments deployed the Prithvi missiles,
allowed the mating of warheads to missiles and allowed three additional test shafts to be
dug. Additionally, Gujral awarded Kalam in 1997, one of India’s top nuclear scientists

the Bharat Ratna given to civilians for their service.

462 «“Indian Nuclear Weapons,” Federation of Atomic Scientists,
http://www.fas.org/nuke/guide/india/nuke/index.htmlFederation of atomic scientists, accessed August
2004.
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By the time the BJP came into power in 1998 then, successive generations of
Indian leaders had developed a nuclear capability for India despite moral reservations.
So while moral considerations may have personally influenced Indian leaders, they
clearly took substantial steps to further India’s nuclear capabilities given the security and
prestige motivations. Further, there is little evidence that the population at large is
primarily opposed to nuclear weapons for moral reasons, with only eight percent
objecting to nuclear weapons development based on this reason.*®

In short, while much of India rhetoric has highlighted the moral ambiguities of
nuclear weapons, it has consistently sought to develop this capability for a variety of
motivations including security and domestic and international prestige. Still, while these
considerations explain the motivations for Indian nuclear development, it does not
address India’s opaque nuclear posture. In order to fully understand why Indian
development has largely occurred the way that it has, external constraints coupled with
India’s domestic weakness*®* are important factors shaping its nuclear behavior. India
has sought to develop a military capability with minimal outside influence while

simultaneously maximizing its economic and political leverage. Further, while it may be

true that Indian strategic culture reflects “a deep streak of ambivalence and historical

463 Cortright and Mattoo, India and the Bomb: Public Opinion and Nuclear Options, 17.

464 In addition to economic weakness, India’s technological development has struggled to indigenously

design a nuclear capability. Indeed, this factor is often overlooked, but important to consider in
conjunction with India’s economic goals. Sidhu attributes technological weakness as a larger factor than
Indian morality in explaining Indian posture until the 1980s. See, Sidhu, "India's Nuclear Use Doctrine".
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. . . . N 4
reticence against costly, risky, and irrevocable decisions. ..”*%

the basis for this ‘costly
and risky’ strategy is also largely calculated on the likely responses of regional and
international actors, in particular Pakistan, China, and the United States. These dictates

are largely responsible for India’s decades of nuclear restraint more so than the moral

considerations that leaders have felt.

ITI. Explaining the 1998 Nuclear Tests

On May 11, 1998 and again on May 13™, India conducted a series of nuclear tests
at the Pokhran site. In all, the Indian government reported five tests. One of the tests
was possibly of a thermonuclear device. Shortly after the tests on May 11%, Vajpayee
unambiguously declared India a nuclear weapons state. While signaling a shift in Indian
nuclear posture after four decades, immediately after the tests, Vajpayee also sought to
re-engage the international community, in particular the United States, and minimize the
external ramifications of the tests. To this end, after the May 13" tests, Vajpayee
cancelled further planned tests in the series and indicated that while India would not sign
the CTBT, it would place a voluntary moratorium on any further testing.

The 1998 nuclear tests were the result of a number of factors. First, India was in a
relatively propitious security environment when the tests were approved. That is, the
tests were not the result of an immediate security threat. At the same time, both India and
Pakistan had continued to make significant advancements in missile delivery systems,

and shortly after the 1998 tests, India was able to reach significant targets in China.

“5 Deepa M. Ollapally, "Mixed Motives In India's Search for Nuclear Status," Asian Survey 41, no. 6
(2001), 932.
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Second, India had cultivated a stronger economic and trade relationship with the
United States, starting in the 1980s. While there was some disagreement among the
Indian leadership as to whether India’s economic base was stable enough to withstand
sanctions from the tests, India’s general growth and U.S. interests in short-lived sanctions
were in India’s favor. An additional consideration is that there was a subtle shift in U.S.
non-proliferation policy under the Clinton administration, which signaled that it would be
able to live with a nuclear India.

Changes in the international non-proliferation regime likely also had some effect
on India’s posture. Consistent with its previous policy, India deflected U.S. pressures
and steadfastly resisted signing the permanent extension to the NPT in 1995 and rejected
the CTBT in 1996. What was a significant change however is that two longstanding
holdouts to these agreements—France and China—had now agreed to formally join the
treaty obligations. This left India more isolated in its posture as New Delhi had
previously based its unwillingness to join the agreements, in part, on China’s refusal to
sign. Nonetheless, India would not accept an international order where it was considered
a non-nuclear weapons state while China was accorded this status. Thus, there was some
impetus for India to signal that it was a nuclear weapons state, notwithstanding the
international order.

Domestic political factors, mainly the election of the nationalist BJP party, also
played a role in the tests, particularly as to timing. The BJP party had included the
induction of nuclear weapons into its party platform, and for years as the opposition party

had called on the government to adopt nuclear weapons. Thus, it was not surprising
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when it was under the BJP’s leadership that India chose to test. However, this
explanation should be viewed within the context of India’s overall regional and
international environment, as well as development history. It was not a foregone
conclusion that the BJP would test, given these other factors, or that the BJP would have
been the only party to choose testing on behalf of India. Finally, the moral stance of
India’s leaders does not appear to have been a factor in the tests. The following evaluates

each of these factors.

A. Regional Security Environment

By the late 1990s, India had seen significant development in its economic and
scientific arenas. As part of this development, India was seeing advancemenfs in its
nuclear delivery systems, such that it would be able to reach its long-term goal of being
able to establish nuclear deterrence with China. At the same time, Pakistan was relatively
weak during the 1990s vis-a-vis India, particularly in the economic and conventional
military realms as the U.S. imposed sanctions for most of this period. The Pakistani
nuclear program continued to march forward however, and there was little indication that
Islamabad would stop or rollback its program. Thus, while not facing an immediate
security threat, India was now in a position to credibly establish itself as a nuclear

weapons state with China and Pakistan.

1. Developing India with Long-Term Security Challenges

While India was establishing closer economic and military linkages with the

United States, Pakistan during the 1990s was subjected to increased U.S. non-
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proliferation efforts in the form of diplomatic pressures and sanctions. By the time the
1990 crisis between India and Pakistan was over, the United States was exerting
considerable diplomatic pressure on Pakistan to practice restraint, particularly since in
every war game scenario the Pentagon ran, Pakistan emerged as the clear loser to

India.*%

Another important development for India during 1990 came when the United
States refused to recertify Pakistan’s nuclear program and imposed economic and
military sanctions on Pakistan under the Pressler Amendment.

These non-proliferation efforts towards Pakistan ensured that its economic
development was very slow compared to India. Indeed, while India was growing at an
average of 6.9% per year during the 1990s, Pakistan’s growth stagnated at 3 percent.*"’
Further, as the Indians correctly calculated, Pakistan would also be subject the Glenn
Amendment sanctions by the United States if it followed India’s nuclear tests with its
own. Indeed, given that the sanctions after both states tested affected Pakistan more
harshly*®®, and given Pakistan’s already weakened position, there is some speculation that
India ‘sucker punched’ Pakistan into testing when Pakistan could least afford to manage
the international ramifications.*®

Additionally, Pakistan was making gains with its Ghauri missile system, which

would enable it to reach most of India with nuclear warheads. India already had the

468 Ganguly, "Explaining the Indian Nuclear Tests of 1998", 52. Under the “Gates Mission”, the U.S. sent a
high level contingent to South Asia during the 1990 crisis, fearful that under the umbrella of nuclear
capabilities, the crisis would get out of hand. See Devin T. Hagerty, "Nuclear Deterrence in South Asia:
The 1990 Indo-Pakistani Crisis," International Security 20, no. 3 (Winter 1995), 101.

%7 Mohan, Crossing the Rubicon, 193.

468 Joeck, "Nuclear Developments in India and Pakistan," 31.

4% Talbott, Engaging India.



309
ability to reach most Pakistani targets, so Pakistan’s missile system did not upset the
balance of power in the area, although it did come closer to equalizing it for deterrence
purposes. The fact that Pakistan would be able to reach Indian targets with nuclear
missiles meant that there was no reason to demonstrate Indian restraint in an effort to
slow down the Pakistani program-—rather, Pakistan had reached or was ready to reach the
goal it had been striving for since 1971. This remained a constant to some extent
however, as Pakistan had previously had the capability to deliver nuclear devices via the
F-16s the U.S. had provided Islamabad. What this meant is that refraining from
competition with Pakistan was not a particularly compelling motivation to refrain from
testing.

At the same time, India still had an eye to its longer-term security vis-a-vis China.
This is not to say that India tested in reaction to an immediate Chinese threat. Rather,
India has always viewed China as a competitor in Asia and New Delhi was coming closer
to realizing its goals of having a credible nuclear force that would be able to reach distant
Chinese targets. At the same time, China had increased its nuclear testing during the
mid-1990s to enable it to sign the CTBT. This was not an option for Indian leaders as
they refused to sign any agreement that would cement India as being a non-nuclear
weapons state. Taken together, these factors meant that at some point India was in a
position to assert its nuclear weapons capability with China, but the timing was relatively
open ended once it reach the basic threshold. As such, India’s regional environment
explains Indian motivations for testing, but does not answer the question of timing, which

requires recognition of the role of the U.S. and the BJP.
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2. Short-term Insecurity Was Not A Significant Factor

Some scholars seeking to explain India’s decision to test in 1998 argue that India
did so to bolster its military security, which arguably had deteriorated throughout the
1990s for several reasons. First, it became increasingly apparent that China and Pakistan
had colluded to provide Pakistan with advanced nuclear material, designs and ballistic
missile delivery systems. Second, with the drawdown of the Soviet Union, India had lost
an important military and political ally in providing for its security, especially in terms of
conventional weaponry support. Third, the United States, in an effort to permanently
extend the NPT and gain support for the CTBT, was putting enormous non-proliferation
effort on India, to the extent that India had to test or risk losing this option in the future.

These arguments are each considered in turn.

a) Pakistani and Chinese Threats

During the mid-'1990s, evidence of Pakistani nuclear and missile collusion with
China became increasingly apparent through a series of media reports. These missile
capabilities, the short range M-11 missile deployed along the Indo-Pakistani border and
longer range No Dong missile, renamed the Ghauri, are believed to have been transferred
from China.*”® The fruits of this cooperation resulted in a significant qualitative increase
in Pakistan’s ballistic missile technology, which would enable the delivery of nuclear

warheads to India’s interior, a capability that Pakistan had not previously developed. The

470 In the case of the No Dong, it is estimated that China transferred the technology to North Korea, which
then transferred it to Pakistan. See Joseph Cirincione, Deadly Arsenals: Tracking Weapons of Mass
Destruction (Washington D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2002), 213-215, for a
summary of Pakistan’s ballistic missile development during this time period.
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Ghauri, tested April 6, 1998, could reach targets deep within the Indian state. The
argument then, is that these changing strategic realities forced India, out of concern for its
own security, to respond by shifting its previous policy of ambiguity to clarify its own
burgeoning nuclear capabilities.*”’

However, the proliferation relationship between Pakistan and China was not new
one and the security pressures this has created for India has been a constant feature of the
region for decades. Indeed, even in the early 1980s India was protesting the nuclear
assistance that Pakistan was receiving from China. Of central concern to India in 1983
were reports that began to surface suggesting China had provided Pakistan with a
‘blueprint’ for a bomb as well as enough weapons grade uranium for one or two
weapons.472 Spector suggests that these revelations, Iamid press reports that Indira
Gandhi was considering preemptive strikes on Pakistan’s Kahuta nuclear facility,
significantly increased the nuclear tension between India and Pakistan.*”> In the

background of these events, debates within India were renewed over whether or not it

471 Ashley J. Tellis, India's Emerging Nuclear Posture: Between Recessed Deterrent and Ready Arsenal
(Santa Monica: RAND, 2001), 114. Malik also finds that Chinese assistance forced India out of the nuclear
closet, Malik, "Nuclear Proliferation In Asia". Jaswant Singh, Vajpayee’s Foreign Minister publicly
justified India’s decision to conduct the tests based on India’s “deteriorating security environment”, in
which he also included US non-proliferation pressures discussed below.

“2 For a detailed chronology regarding China’s assistance to Pakistan’s nuclear and missile program, see
“Resources on India and Pakistan,” The Center for Nonproliferation Studies, at
http://cns.miis.edw/research/india; accessed January, 2005.

7 Leonard S. Spector, The Undeclared Bomb (Cambridge: Ballinger Publishing Company, 1988),84.
Reportedly Indira Gandhi did not approve of the attacks, fearing that it would lead to retaliation and full
scale war. Sidhu, "India's Nuclear Use Doctrine".
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was time to ‘go public’ with India’s nuclear capability or to continue to rely on
conventional deterrence, with the latter prevailing.*”*

The nuclear tensions between Pakistan and India continued through 1985 and
prompted Rajiv Gandhi to publicly decry Pakistan’s efforts towards weaponization and
indicated that India would reconsider its own stance on nuclear arms.*”> In 1987, in the
wake of the Brasstacks crisis, it was clear that Pakistan had both the necessary material to
construct a nuclear device and had derived significant benefits from Chinese assistance in
supplying “weapons designs, components, and technology for fissile material
production.””® In addition to this sustained nuclear cooperation, China has staunchly
supported Pakistan from the early 1960°s in terms of Kashmir as well as supplying

7 In short, the relatively constant Chinese military assistance to

conventional weaponry.
Pakistan has been occurring for decades.*”®

Even during times of extreme crisis, such as in 1983, 1987 or 1990 when India
and Pakistan were engaged in armed conflict over the Kashmir border disputes, India did
not overtly demonstrate its nuclear capability. Indeed, India was much more insecure in

the sense that there was active shooting during the 1987 and 1990 crisis that was absent

in 1998, so immediate security concerns do not seem to have been a motivating factor in

47 Sidhu, "India's Nuclear Use Doctrine," 133.

475 Spector, The Undeclared Bomb, 85.

476 perkovich, India's Nuclear Bomb, 37.

7" Mark W. Frazier, "China-India Relations Since Pokhran II: Assessing Sources of Conflict and
Cooperation," Access Asia Review 3, no. 2 (July 2000), 16.

478 R apur suggestes that Chinese assistance to Pakistan is an indicator that China is reluctant to overtly
threaten India with its nuclear capability and has thus contributed to an opaque nuclear stance in India.
Kapur, "Nuclear Development of India and Pakistan”.
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the tests. Even in 1994 when Pakistan’s former Prime Minister Sharif declared the
Pakistan possessed an atomic bomb,*”® India did not publicly reveal that fact that it had
successfully mated warheads to missiles.”® Deterrence optimists further suggest that
nuclear deterrence, albeit in existential form until 1998, has been successfully operating
in South Asia since the 1987 Brasstacks Crisis and has been a plausible factor in
dampening conventional crisis between India and Pakistan.*®'

In terms of the Ghauri test in 1998, some suggest that this was a turning point for
Indian decision makers as it had surprised the Indians that Pakistan was as advanced as it
was in its missile development and could now reach targets deep within India.*®?
However, for this single missile test to be an immediate cause of the tests in May 1998
ignores the years of missile testing Pakistan had already conducted, the ability to drop
bombs from airplanes, nuclear threats tendered by Pakistan during the 1987 and 1990
crises, as well as the fact that the Indian test shafts had already been prepared for years.

Indeed, there is also some inconclusive evidence that suggests that Vajpayee ordered the

" Mitchell Reiss, Bridled Ambition: Why Countries Constrain Their Nuclear Capabilities (Washington
D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Special Studies, 1995), 192.

% There is also the question of whether India really believed that Pakistan had a functional nuclear
deterrent leading up to the tests. From 1987 until Pakistan’s tests in 1998, some Indian leaders consistently
downplayed whether or not Pakistan even had the nuclear capabilities that they suggested they did. Arnett,
"Nuclear Tests by India and Pakistan," 380. Whether these statements were for public consumption or
were truly believed is unknown.

“! Devin T. Hagerty, "The Power of Suggestion: Opaque Proliferation, Existential Deterrence, and the
South Asian Nuclear Arms Competition," in The Proliferation Puzzle: Why Nuclear Weapons Spread and
What Results, Zackary S. Davis and Benjamin Frankel, eds. (Portland: Frank Cass & Co., 1993); Reiss,
Bridled Ambition, 184-185; and Saira Khan, Nuclear Proliferation Dynamics in Protracted Conflict
Regions: A Comparative Study of South Asia and the Middle East (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002).

“82 Cirincione, Deadly Arsenals.
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tests prior to the Ghauri missile test,*’

and seemed to actually be disappointed that the
nuclear tests would be seen as a response to Pakistan’s move.*** In short, while the
missile tests remain an important component in Indian defense calculations, as has been
the case historically, they do not seem to be so significant as to be the primary reason for
the tests in May.

In conventional military terms, India continued to outstrip Pakistan significantly
from 1989-1998, averaging 7.99 billion U.S. dollars per year compared to Pakistan’s rate
at 3.02 billion per year.”®® These figures are even more telling when one considers that,
on average, for the same time period, India could afford to spend 2.53% of its GDP for
military expenditures and Pakistan, with its economy teetering on disaster, was spending
6.17% respectively.486 Moreover, most of U.S. copventional assistance to Pakistan was
halted in 1990 when the U.S. no longer certified Pakistan’s nuclear program under the
Pressler Amendment. This led Pakistan to increasingly rely on Chinese conventional
arms, which were lagging technologically to the advanced conventional weapons systems

that India was able to acquire from virtually every major arms supplier worldwide.**’ In

short, India was quantitatively and qualitatively outstripping Pakistan in conventional

83 perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb.

“8 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace.

85 Averages are calculated from the SIPRI Yearbook 1999 South Asia estimates on military expenditures.
For India, during 1997 and 1998, military expenditures actually reached 9.1% and 9.8% respectively.
Elisabth Skons, Agnes Courades Allebeck, Evamaria Loose-Weintraub, and Petter Stalenheim, "Military
Expenditure," in Armaments, Disarmament and International Security, Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute, comp. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 284.

“8 Skons, et. al., "Military Expenditure," 284,

87 Arnett, "Nuclear Tests by India and Pakistan," 377.
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terms while still being able to keep from ruining its economy. According to the logic of
insecurity leading to nuclear testing, Pakistan, not India, should have conducted the tests
first.

Similarly, the military threat from China was less in 1998 than in previous times.
Since 1988, India and China have sought to stabilize regional relations through a series of
military and security dialogues and the implementation of regional confidence building
measures. These measures were initiated during Rajiv Gandhi’s tenure as Prime Minister
and part of a larger concern for normalized relations with India’s northern neighbor.*®®
These efforts have included high level visits between Indian and Chinese leaders,
including three Prime Minister meetings from 1987-1993 and again in 1996, as well as a
series of confidence-building measures in implemented 1993 and more in 1996, in order
to maintain bolster peace along the Lines of Control in the border dispute between China

489

and India.™ Moreover, from a military standpoint, India has not acted as if China were a

threat in any other way.*”® The reality is that both China and India have actually reduced

the number of forces on each side of the border disputes during the 1990s.*"

88 Mohan, Crossing the Rubicon, 143.

“9 Mohan, Crossing the Rubicon, 144. India and China have also discussed ‘resisting U.S. hegemony’ as
a reason for further cooperation, while the United States has considered India an important counter balance
to China in Asia. Moreover, India’s nuclear posture resembles that of China during the 1960s where it has
sought to define its own role in the international system outside of the external constraints facing it. See
Mohan, Crossing the Rubicon, 150-153, for lessons learned by India for China’s strategy to manage as an
up and coming power.

“0 Eric Arnett, "What Threat?" The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 53, no. 2 (March 1997-April 1997),
details the lack of threat both states pose to each other and the fact that their military postures reflect this
reality.

“! Hilary Synnott, The Causes and Consequences of South Asia's Nuclear Tests, 16.
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Additionally, during the 1990s, both sides sought to increase bilateral trade as well,
resulting in $1,094 billion U.S. dollars in combined imports and exports in 1995, to reach
$7,543 billion in 2003.%* Compared to the total bilateral trade in 1990 at $49 million,
Sino-Indian trade has exploded in the last decade.*” Consistent with these efforts, Indian
elite public opinion seemed also to view China as a lesser threat in 1998, with only 20
percent concerned about security threats from China,***

Gains in the relationship were somewhat disrupted when India listed China as the
primary security factor in its decision to test in 1998, but in all reality the response of the
Chinese government was both muted and it largely refrained from instituting economic
sanctions.*”® Following the tests, India and China have been able to solidify and
strengthen the gains they made prior to the tests. In 1999, China refused to side with
Pakistan during the Kargil crisis and by 2000, most of the previous dialogue efforts
between the two countries had resumed.**® This is not to say that India and China do not

eye each other with a certain amount of suspicion regarding each other’s future regional

aspirations or weapons modernization programs, and India has continued to feel that

492 Figures compiled from the Asian Development Bank, “Key Indicators of Developing Asian and Pacific
Countries,” accessed March 2005,
http://www.adb.org/Documents/Books/Key Indicators/2004/pdf/IND.pdf.

493 Figures compiled from the Asian Development Bank, “Key Indicators of Developing Asian and Pacific
Countries.”

4% Cortright and Mattoo, India and the Bomb, 12. Fifty-seven percent did consider a nuclear Pakistan to be
a security threat. Ibid.

%95 Frazier, "China-India Relations Since Pokhran I1," 16.

4% Frazier, "China-India Relations Since Pokhran II" 16.
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Chinese treatment has bordered on contemptuous.*”’ However, these potential long-term

threats are not immediate security concerns that would lead India to test in 1998.%%

b) Loss of Soviet Support

The second cause for Indian security concerns was the uncertainty arising from
the end of the Cold War and India losing an important military and political ally with the
collapse of the Soviet Union. As Russia sought to warm relations with the West while
grappling with economic and political collapse, the traditional relationship between India
and Russia was in question. Most important from the Indian standpoint, its ongoing
military relationship with Russia was in jeopardy. The Russian defense establishment
was in such financial and political disarray that it was unable to provide spare parts and
other materials to the Indian military. The result was that India lost a significant source
of conventional weaponry, which had been provided in conjunction with generous
purchasing terms since the 1960s.*”

Yet, this was not the first time that the Indian’s had been vulnerable to receiving
its weapons in a timely manner from their primary supplier and they had previously

opened up other defense channels prior to this crisis that they could rely on. Mainly,

during the 1980s India sought to widen the range of states it purchased weapons from as

*7 Hilary Synnott, The Causes and Consequences of South Asia's Nuclear Tests, 16.

%8 Dipankar Banerjee, "The New Strategic Environment," in India's Nuclear Deterrent: Pokhran I and
Beyond, Amitabh Mattoo, ed. (New Delhi: Har-Anand Publications PVT LTD, 1999), 272-273, similarly
notes that the Indian security environment was relatively benign in 1998. This does not eliminate the
possibility that Indian leaders misperceived this balance, but the arguments centered on security point to a
real threat, not misperception.

49 Both the former Soviet Union and India had minimal trade ties outside of defense related issues.



318
well as increasing indigenous efforts, given concerns about Soviet reliability as well as
avoiding the pitfalls of being too dependent on their supplier.500 During the transition
time, India simply relied on these other sources and its own indigenous capability to
provide for its conventional needs. Further, despite the upheaval at the beginning of the
1990s, by the mid-1990s Russia and India had resumed their former arms relationship in
which India was able to purchase a full range of advanced weapons system.”®! Indeed,
given Russia’s need for hard currency and to keep its defense industry going, Indian
acquisitions outstripped what the Russian military itself was capable of purchasing given
the post-Cold War environment.***

Arguably another potential way that the Indian-Russian relationship was
threatened was based on U.S. non-proliferation efforts. Post-Cold War Russia, in an
effort to make much needed economic reforms became extremely susceptible the U.S.
influences. To this end, the United States pressured the Russian government in the early
1990s to stop the sale to India of space-based components, namely cryogenic engines,
which would enable India to build intercontinental ballistic missiles. Initially, Russia

under pressure, reneged on the deal with India. Ultimately, however India and Russia

were able to forge a new strategic partnership in which Russia went ahead with the

500 Sidhu, Enhancing Indo-US Strategic Cooperation, 40.

0" Mohan, Crossing the Rubicon, 128.

%2 Deepa Ollapally, "Indo-Russian Strategic Relations: New Choices and Constraints," in India As An
Emerging Power, Sumit Ganguly, ed. (Portland: Frank Cass Publishers, 2003),143-144.
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cryogenic engines sale against U.S. wishes and Indian and Russia maintained their
strategic relationship in a similar vein as with the conventional weapons.’®®

Moreover, India and Russia have agreed to various technology transfers and have
planned to work together in the future on joint development projects. *** So, in all
actuality, not only was India was able to shore up its relationship with Russia by 1994,
but the Indian’s were also able to find further avenues of cooperative development that
reassured India’s longstanding partnership with Russia. For these reasons, it seems
unlikely that post Cold War insecurity vis-a-vis India’s relationship with Russia was a
significant factor in Indian calculations for testing. Rather, ongoing Russian cooperation

was stabilized, expected and politically helpful for India to weather the wrath of the

United States post testing.

¢) U.S. Non-Proliferation Pressures

The third security consideration, and the one often given the most weight by
scholars, is related to the significant increase in United States non-proliferation pressures
during the 1990s as it sought the permanent renewal of the NPT and support for the
CTBT. The general argument is that non-proliferation efforts undertaken by the United
States pressured India so much, that it actually backfired by compelling “India to come
out of the closet and declare itself a nuclear weapon state.”>* Similarly, Indian scholars

and government officials have attributed significant weight to U.S. actions as forcing

5% Mohan, Crossing the Rubicon, 128.

5% Mohan, Crossing the Rubicon, 128.

%% paul and Nayar, India in the World Order, 86.
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India to forgo its nuclear option and pushing it into the open based on the tightening of
non-proliferation regime.’®

With the renewal of the NPT in 1995 and pressures to sign the CTBT, these
factors together significantly fueled India’s concerns that its window of opportunity to
become a nuclear power was rapidly shutting. India was loath to sign these agreements
as they would permanently categorize India as a “non-nuclear weapon” state and limit its
ability to further develop its nuclear capability without going against the terms of the
obligations. The pressure to join the NPT was heightened when two longstanding
holdouts, France and China signed the NPT and it was extended indefinitely with little
resistance in 1995.

Further, the momentum was building for the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty in
1996, which would prohibit the option of further physical tests in the future. This treaty
was particularly distressing to the Indians, whom had not continued testing up to and
through the 1990s as the five ‘declared’ states had, and thus, did not have a database with
which to conduct further test simulations. Moreover, some Indians were concerned with
the language of a treaty, which, even if not signed by India, would be ‘universalized’ if
enough countries ratified it and its terms would be applicable to all countries.’®’ As

Talbott explained, the effects of ‘universalizing’ the treaty for India would make “the test

ban applicable to all countries, whether they join the treaty or not — thereby foreclosing

%06 Jasjit Singh, “Why Nuclear Weapons” in Singh, Defending India.

%97 1t is doubtful that this would be ‘legal’ in the sense of international law, but the precedent would be set
that other countries would be bound to stop testing.
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India’s option of further testing and consigning India forever to a kind of purgatory in the
eyes of the rest of the world for its refusal to sign the NPT and CTBT.”*®

It is true that during the 1990s India was under increased nuclear non-proliferation
pressures. However, these pressures seem to be a weak explanatory factor leading up to
the tests in 1998 for several reasons. First, India has been subject to U.S. non-
proliferation efforts for most of its nuclear development and especially after 1974. Tt is
unclear why these efforts during the 1990s were significantly more threatening to India in
general and specifically why they were still threatening in 1998 when India actually
tested. India had already ‘ridden out’ the 1995 permanent extension to the NPT and had
publicly voted against signing the CTBT in 1996. What these events suggest is that India
had faced more non-proliferation pressure 1994-1996 than it did when it actually tested.
Additionally, at the height of U.S. efforts to get support for the CTBT, there was some
belief in the Indian government early on that the CTBT would not receive universal
support in the long run.’ % This prediction was later proven accurate when the treaty
stalled in the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1997.°% If India was seeking
to “break free” from the existing nuclear order, it seems that it should have done so when
the pressure was the most intense and when it could have undermined the non-

proliferation regime. However, this clearly was not the case.

5% Talbott, Engaging India, 36.

5% Sidhu, Enhancing Indo-US Strategic Cooperation, 30.

51 Shannon Kile, "Nuclear Arms Control and Non-Proliferation," in SIPRI 1999 Yearbook: Armaments,
Disarmament and International Security (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 528.
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Further, not only has India been subject to U.S. non-proliferation pressures in the
past, but there is no indication that the U.S. was particularly threatening as it sought to
gain support for the treaties. Indeed, in India’s case, the opposite claim can be made. As
previously discussed, the U.S. had shifted from seeking to have India stop its nuclear
development and ‘rollback’ progress to halting further development. In 1994, before the
NPT came up for review in 1995, there were already signals on Washington’s part that if
India would ‘cap’ its current development, the U.S. could live with an opaque nuclear

India.*!!

This stance was further entrenched in 1995 when U.S. Defense Secretary
William Perry visited India acknowledged that they had a nuclear capability, but did not
push the issue.’'? Consistent with this policy, India and the U.S. actually seemed to have
worked out a deal that India would not stand in the way of the CTBT if the U.S. let up on
denuclearization pressure for India.’” Further, against the backdrop of non-proliferation,
the fact of the matter is that Indian and U.S. relations continued to significantly improve
during this period and lead to some of the most significant economic and technologic
cooperation that has occurred during the rocky relationship between the two largest
democracies.”"*

A more likely explanation is that the U.S. leadership knew that India would not

sign either treaty and sought to keep India engaged. In exchange, India did not seek to

31 perkovich, India's Nuclear Bomb, 345-346.

312 perkovich, India's Nuclear Bomb, 355.

3B Sidhu, Enhancing Indo-US Strategic Cooperation, 30.

> See Kux for elaboration on other points of contention, in addition to nuclear issues, during the Cold
War.
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unduly thwart the U.S. and undermine the established non-proliferation regime by testing
while the negotiations were going on.’"’ Instead, testing afterward both made India’s
nuclear point while not making it a ‘nuclear pariah’ because it conducted them at a time
that the U.S. was willing to ‘move forward’. Given these issues, it seems that Indian
justifications for testing on basis of non-proliferation pressures were more rhetoric for
public consumption at home where India could be seen as defying the U.S. than based on
the reality of international politics.

In sum, the immediate security justifications provided by scholars and Indian
leaders as reasons motivating the test in 1998 seem to be based more on rhetoric than
facts ‘on the ground’ and other evidence of Indian behavior at the time. While India
clearly has long-term security motivations for developing nuclear weapons this factor has
remained constant through much of India history. What did change in the 1990s was
India’s ability to reach Chinese targets, China’s signature on the NPT and CTBT, and the
economic and technological advancements that coincided with a more stable relationship
with the United States. These factors together created conditions conducive to India

changing its nuclear posture that the BJP capitalized on when it came to power.

B. Patron States Incentives: U.S. Lives With a Nuclear India
Leading up to the actual decision to test, during the 1990s, India made important
gains on the economic, technological and international politics stage, and in particular

with the United States, that would enable it to withstand temporary international pressure

51 If India is ever accepted as a nuclear weapons state, it would probably uphold the ‘have’ versus ‘have
not’ divide as well and have an interest in preventing further proliferation worldwide.
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had not yet made a decision to test.*® For example, on May 19" Sharif indicated that
factors influencing decision-making included domestic public opinion, the advice of the
program scientists, international reaction towards India, and the scope of new U.S.
military and economic aid to Pakistan.*’ Additionally, “Pakistani deliberations have
been complicated further by concern over India’s intentions in Kashmir.”**® Based on
these cited factors, Washington accurately predicted that Pakistan would test.

It was increased tensions with India finally tipped the balance in favor of testing,
if the decision was not already previous set in stone. By May 18", Indian and Pakistani
leaders had begun exchanging threats over Kashmir. Indian saber rattling over the
Kashmir issue was extremely provocative to Pakistani decision makers. A further
problem for Pakistani leaders is that it was difficult to tell whether India’s provocative
statements were an attempt to goad Pakistan into testing, or whether the comments
genuinely portended an Indian assault on Pakistani Kashmir.**'

On May 28", Pakistan conducted the first tests, followed by another one on May

30™ and publicly declared itself a nuclear power. The official reasons for the test were

several: the threat from India, the weak response by the international community to

“38 Test preparations were already underway and reportedly it would take ten days for Pakistan to be ready
to test. Sharif may have just been hopeful that something would change in the meantime to counsel against
testing and signaled that he had not yet decided. U.S. Department of State, “Secretary's Morning Summary
for 5/18/98,” Top Secret Cable, 18 May 1998, Weapons of Mass Destruction (Washington D.C.: The
National Security Archive, 1992), no. WM00502, 2.

% U.8. Department of State, “Secretary's Morning Summary for 5/19/98,” Top Secret Cable 000375, 19
May 1998, Weapons of Mass Destruction (Washington D.C.: The National Security Archive, 1992), no.
WMO00503, 2.

“01.S. Department of State, “Secretary's Morning Summary for 5/19/98,” no. WM00503, 2.

“1.S. Department of State, “Secretary's Moming Summary for 5/21/98,” no. WMO00505, 2.
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For example, Israel would never deny that it had a nuclear weapons capability; its
leaders just stated that they would not be the first to introduce nuclear weapons. India
signaled that it could develop a bomb capability by testing in 1974, even though it denied
that it intended to. Similarly, in response to continued Pakistani nuclear development
during the 1980s and 1990s, Indian leaders would signal that they had the capability to
construct nuclear weapons, but they were choosing not to. And Pakistan would deny that
it was developing nuclear weapons, but under conditions of extreme threat, such as
during the 1987 Brasstacks Crisis, Islamabad would signal in private undertones to India
and intervening states such as the U.S. that its stance could change. In short, by
emphasizing capabilities over intentions, an ambiguous nuclear posture has a deterrent
component embedded in the stance.

Yet, at the same time, the regional security environment also created incentives
for second-generation nuclear states to maintain an ambiguous posture because of the
differential rates of nuclear development in each region. This dynamic was present early
on in the cases of India and Pakistan. China developed and exploded its first nuclear
device in 1964, which it shortly followed up with a reportedly thermonuclear test a few
years later and relatively advanced delivery systems that could soon reach India. It
would be another ten years from this initial explosion before India could respond with a
test of its own, and many decades before it developed sophisticated enough delivery
platforms to ensure an advanced strike capability.

As aresult, Indian incentives were to downplay an interest in nuclear weapons to

avoid competitive policies with its northern neighbor, against whom New Delhi could not















































































































































