
On March 27, 1979,
Saddam Hussein, the de facto ruler and soon-to-be president of Baathist Iraq,
laid out his vision for a long, grinding war against Israel in a private meeting
of high-level Iraqi ofªcials. Iraq, he explained, would seek to obtain a nuclear
weapon from “our Soviet friends,” use the resulting deterrent power to coun-
teract Israeli threats of nuclear retaliation, and thereby enable a “patient
war”—a war of attrition—that would reclaim Arab lands lost in the Six-Day
War of 1967. As Saddam put it, nuclear weapons would allow Iraq to “guaran-
tee the long war that is destructive to our enemy, and take at our leisure each
meter of land and drown the enemy with rivers of blood.” Saddam envisioned
that this war would cost Iraq some 50,000 casualties, to say nothing of Israeli
losses.1

Until recently, scholars seeking to divine the inner workings of the Baathist
regime were forced to resort to a kind of Kremlinology, relying heavily on pub-
lished sources as well as the occasional memoir or defector’s account.2 This is
now decreasingly the case. The transcript of the March 1979 meeting is one of
millions of Baathist state records captured during and after the U.S.-led inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003. These records, many of which are now being made avail-
able to scholars, include everything from routine correspondence to recordings
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and transcripts of top-level meetings between Saddam and his advisers. When
combined with previously available primary and secondary sources, they il-
lustrate the dynamics of the regime and the logic of Saddam’s statecraft to an
unprecedented degree.3

This article uses a selection of these documents (mostly records of high-level
regime meetings) to examine Saddam’s views on nuclear weapons and Israel,
particularly the effect that he expected the former to have on a prospective war
with the latter. We focus primarily on the period of the late 1970s and early
1980s, when Iraqi national power was on the rise, the regime was engaged in
intensive efforts to acquire nuclear weapons, and Saddam expounded at great-
est length on the strategic utility he expected these weapons to have in a
conºict against Israel. We also examine, in less detail, the inºuence of weapons
of mass destruction (WMD) on Saddam’s decision to attack Israel with SCUD
missiles during the 1990–91 Persian Gulf conºict, as well as the impact of that
war and its aftermath on the Iraqi nuclear weapons program and Saddam’s
ambitions vis-à-vis Israel.

The Iraqi records indicate that the views Saddam expressed in March 1979
did not constitute a mere rhetorical ºourish or an aberration in his strategic
thought. In meetings and discussions with his top military and civilian advis-
ers between 1978 and 1982, Saddam repeatedly returned to the subject of how
an Iraqi nuclear capability could be used against Israel. This was a critical stra-
tegic and identity issue for Saddam. Although Saddam styled himself as the
transcendent leader who would unite the Arabs and defeat the “Zionist en-
tity,” in private he concluded that Israel’s nuclear monopoly in the Middle East
made taking major military action to accomplish this goal an unacceptably
risky proposition. In the face of an Iraqi or Arab attack, Saddam believed,
Israel could simply threaten to use nuclear weapons against its enemies,
thereby forcing them to halt their advance.

Saddam thus came to see nuclear weapons as a powerful coercive tool for
dealing with Israel. Saddam’s aim was not to launch a surprise ªrst strike
against Israel; rather, he believed that an Iraqi bomb would neutralize Israeli
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nuclear threats, force the Jewish state to ªght at the conventional level,
and thereby allow Iraq and its Arab allies to prosecute a prolonged war that
would displace Israel from the territories occupied in 1967. In short, Saddam
expected that an unconventional arsenal would permit Iraq to achieve a con-
ventional victory, thereby weakening Israel geopolitically and making him a
hero to the Arab world. Although Saddam expressed this view most fre-
quently in the period before his regime suffered two major geopolitical set-
backs in the early 1980s—the Israeli attack on the Osirak nuclear reactor in
1981 and the downturn in Baghdad’s military fortunes in the Iran-Iraq War—
he did return to this same basic logic at least once in the late 1980s, and he
seems to have reluctantly relinquished the idea only after the 1990–91 war and
its aftermath crippled Iraq’s advanced weapons programs and severely con-
strained Iraqi power.

While Saddam’s views on Israel and nuclear weapons are fascinating in
their own right, they also have implications for several key debates regarding
Baathist Iraq and nuclear proliferation. In one sense, Saddam’s views on this
subject demonstrate that his vituperative public hostility toward Israel was not
merely a matter of political theater or rhetorical excess, but rather indicated
a perception of irreconcilable strategic and ideological conºict and a desire
to wage war against the Jewish state. This idea formed a key element of
Saddam’s strategic thought even before he formally assumed the presidency
of Iraq in July 1979, and he returned to the notion repeatedly during the late
1970s and early 1980s. While various observers have argued that the Israeli at-
tack on the Iraqi nuclear reactor in 1981 merely convinced Saddam of Israel’s
hostility and led him to redouble his efforts to obtain nuclear weapons, the
captured records do not indicate that the opposite course—permitting Iraqi
nuclear development to proceed—would have been the wiser choice for Israeli
ofªcials at that time.4 Indeed, in these records Saddam makes the case for pre-
ventive Israeli action far more persuasively than Israel’s own ofªcials could
have done at the time.

The captured documents also allow scholars to evaluate the implications of
the Iraqi case for ongoing debates on the causes and consequences of nuclear
proliferation. With respect to causes, Saddam’s views on nuclear weapons
demonstrate the need to go beyond what one scholar calls the “status quo
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bias” in security studies.5 International relations scholars overwhelmingly em-
phasize the expectation that nuclear weapons will provide a primarily defen-
sive deterrent against aggression or exploitation by a nuclear-armed rival.
“Although nuclear weapons could also be developed to serve either as deter-
rents against overwhelming conventional military threats or as coercive
tools to compel changes in the status quo,” writes Scott Sagan in his landmark
essay on this subject, “the simple focus on states’ responses to emerging nu-
clear threats is the most common and most parsimonious explanation for
nuclear weapons proliferation.”6

Saddam’s views on nuclear weapons ran in a different direction. Although
Saddam did believe that a nuclear capability would provide protection against
attack by enemies such as Israel and Iran, the theme he returned to again and
again—the idea that these weapons would enable the Arab states to achieve
territorial gains vis-à-vis Israel—was essentially offensive and coercive in na-
ture. Saddam certainly viewed an Iraqi bomb as a means of enhancing his
country’s security and prestige, but his attraction to nuclear weapons during
the period under consideration in this article revolved around fundamentally
revisionist objectives.

These offensive motives, in turn, bear on the literature regarding the con-
sequences of proliferation, in particular, the ongoing debate between “pro-
liferation optimists” and “proliferation pessimists.” Whereas proliferation
pessimists argue that the spread of nuclear weapons will increase the risk of
accidental—or intentional—nuclear war, optimists answer that the spread
of the bomb will promote the emergence of stable deterrent balances between
geopolitical rivals.7 Because the threat of nuclear destruction will deter aggres-
sion, writes Kenneth Waltz in a recent article, “Those who like peace should
love nuclear weapons.”8 Similarly, at the time of the Persian Gulf crisis in
1990–91, Richard Rhodes argued that Iraqi acquisition of nuclear weapons
would not be particularly dangerous because “45 years of postwar history has
demonstrated that acquiring such weapons in a nuclear-armed world is ines-
capably self-deterring.”9 More recently, proliferation optimists have been
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joined by scholars writing on the topic of “nuclear alarmism.” These scholars
argue (in part) that, because most states acquire nuclear weapons primarily to
address perceived security weaknesses, when they get the bomb they will feel
more secure and thus behave more prudently.10

Drawing on the stability-instability paradox, we argue that the Iraqi case un-
dermines these more sanguine assessments of proliferation and its conse-
quences. The stability-instability paradox holds that nuclear proliferation
makes general war less likely, but limited or proxy wars more likely. In a con-
frontation between two nuclear-armed states, both participants will have a
major incentive to prevent any conºict from escalating to general war, for fear
that this will result in the use of nuclear weapons. Yet because both states (pre-
sumably rational entities) are aware that their competitor seeks to avoid esca-
lation, they may feel free to engage in aggression at lower levels of intensity,
via limited war, terrorism, or proxy conºict.11

Saddam’s nuclear logic offers a clear example of how the dynamics of the
stability-instability paradox can shape a leader’s strategic thinking. We found
no direct evidence that Saddam intended to use his prospective nuclear arse-
nal for a ªrst strike against Israel or any other power, and he did hope that an
Iraqi bomb would lead to the emergence of a deterrent balance with Israel. As
the stability-instability paradox suggests, however, stability at the nuclear
level would not necessarily have led to overall geopolitical stability. Saddam
hoped to exploit the deterrent balance with Israel to initiate a conventional
war that likely would have been immensely destructive and destabilizing. In
other words, though Saddam never obtained nuclear weapons, his views on
their potential utility give good cause for both pessimism and alarm.
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The remainder of this article consists of ªve substantive sections and a con-
clusion. The ªrst section discusses the roots of Saddam’s hostility toward
Israel. The second and third sections, which constitute the core of our analysis,
focus on Saddam’s strategic calculus as expressed in various meetings and dis-
cussions held during the late 1970s and early 1980s. The second section ana-
lyzes Saddam’s desire to conduct offensive military operations against Israel
and his realization that the Israeli nuclear monopoly made such a course of ac-
tion infeasible. The third section explores Saddam’s views on nuclear weap-
ons, emphasizing the motives of the Iraqi nuclear program, his belief that a
nuclear capability would allow him to wage a war of attrition against Israel,
and the logical gaps in his strategic analysis. The fourth section examines the
role that other nonconventional weapons—chemical and biological arms—
played in Saddam’s decision to launch SCUD missiles against Israel in 1991.
The ªfth section brieºy discusses the role of the 1991 Persian Gulf conºict and
its aftermath in disrupting the Iraqi nuclear and WMD programs, weakening
the country geopolitically, and effectively constraining Saddam’s ambitions
vis-à-vis Israel. The conclusion summarizes and interprets our ªndings.

One disclaimer may be useful at the outset. This article is not intended to en-
ter the ongoing debate about whether the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 can
be justiªed in terms of counterproliferation. The Iraqi nuclear program (as well
as chemical and biological programs) were severely disrupted during the early
1990s and were essentially dormant during the period preceding the 2003 war.
Our purpose, rather, is to examine Saddam’s views on nuclear weapons and
Israel during an earlier period in which his regime was working to acquire
these weapons, and to bring this analysis to bear on important debates in the
literature.

Saddam’s Views of Israel

When Saddam Hussein became president of Iraq in 1979, he had already been
the foremost voice in Iraqi policymaking for several years. Following the
Baathist takeover in 1968, Saddam used his positions as deputy chair of
the ruling Revolutionary Command Council and head of the security services
to ensure a steady accumulation of personal inºuence. He ordered potential ri-
vals exiled or murdered and ªlled the top ranks of the Iraqi government with
men bound to him by personal, familial, and tribal obligation. As early as
1970–71, foreign diplomats recognized Saddam as the “strongman” of the re-
gime; by 1974–75, he was the primary decisionmaker in security and foreign
policy issues.12
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Throughout his time in power, Saddam viewed Israel through a prism of in-
tense hostility. Saddam’s public statements, his discussions with foreign lead-
ers, and his private comments to advisers were ªlled with references to the
dangers posed by Israel and the deep antagonism between Iraq and the Jewish
state. “Our worst enemy is Zionism,” Saddam told subordinates in 1980.13

This hostility stemmed, at least in part, from a perception of irreconcilable
conºict between Saddam’s regional ambitions and Israel’s strategic posture.
Saddam viewed himself as a latter-day Saladin, the transcendent leader who
would unite the region behind the Baath Party’s pan-Arab project.14 As he put
it in a private meeting with his advisers in 1981, “There is no escape from the
responsibility of leadership. It is not our choice to accept it or not. It is, rather,
imposed on us. . . . Iraq can make this nation [i.e., the Arab world] rise and can
be its center post of its big abode. There are smaller posts, but it must always
be Iraq that feels the responsibility, and feels it is the central support post of
the Arab nation. If the post breaks, then the entire abode will fall.”15

Israel, from Saddam’s perspective, was unalterably opposed both to
Saddam and to the broader “Arab nation.” Looking at the sweep of Israel’s
history—its creation in 1948 and its victorious wars against Arab neighbors,
including Iraq, in 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973—Saddam did not see a small, vul-
nerable country besieged by unfriendly powers. Like many Arabs, he saw an
aggressive state that had stolen Arab land and sought to sustain its military su-
periority in the region by keeping the Arabs fractured and weak. “The Zionist
entity . . . is not a dove that is looking for peace,” Saddam explained to his ad-
visers. “This ‘dove,’” he continued, “is looking for hostility to plant in the
Middle East region. . . . The main goal of this dove is to prevent the Arab
nation from being developed, advanced, and living on a suitable level.”
In Saddam’s view, Israel’s grand strategy consisted not simply of efforts at
territorial aggrandizement, but also of a desire to impede legitimate Arab
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hopes for industrial and technological development. If Israel had its way, he
commented, it would “obligate the Arabs to eliminate all of the colleges and
the tools to teach chemistry, math, and astronomy from the educational
curriculum.”16

Because Saddam believed that he was destined to lead the Arab world in
confronting Israeli designs, for him it followed logically that the Jewish state
placed special emphasis on targeting his regime.17 During the roughly thirty
years in which Saddam dominated Iraqi politics, he and his advisers identiªed
a wide variety of nefarious Israeli intrigues. They accused Israel of supporting
Kurdish rebels in hopes of breaking Iraq into smaller, weaker states;18 seeking
to eliminate the Iraqi leadership and targeting Iraqi-military industrial facili-
ties;19 provoking Iraq’s neighbors to antagonize and attack Saddam’s regime;20

and working to weaken the morale of the Iraqi public through ideological pen-
etration and misinformation.21 Some of these accusations were accurate or at
least plausible in light of the frequent tensions between the two countries,22

whereas others seem to have ºowed from the obsession with conspiracies that
characterized Saddam’s regime. One of the more ludicrous accusations of
Zionist perªdy came in 2001, when the Directorate of General Security (DGS)
reported to Saddam that the television series Pokemon was in fact an Israeli plot
to contaminate the minds of Iraqi youths. “Pokemon” was Hebrew for “I’m
Jewish,” the DGS reported.23

Saddam’s perceptions of Israeli perªdy were also colored by the anti-
Semitism that suffused his worldview. Saddam often claimed in public that his
opposition to Israel was based on anti-Zionism rather than anti-Semitism, a
stance that was well suited to the international political climate of the 1970s,
when the “Zionism is racism” campaign was at its height.24 As a review of the
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Iraqi records makes clear, however, there was no clean divide between anti-
Zionism and anti-Semitism in Saddam’s thinking. Saddam often referred to
Israelis as “the Jews,” and anti-Semitic ideas were ubiquitous in his private
comments on Jews and Israel. Discussing Israeli politics, Saddam referred to
“the Jews” as nefarious, clever characters. “This is the way the Jews are,” he
said. “I mean, they are smart, or, rather, wicked.”25

The sense that Jews and Israelis were devious individuals motivated by sin-
ister designs was a virtual article of faith within the Iraqi regime. At Iraq’s
Special Security Institute, students were told that “spying, sabotage, and
treachery are an old Jewish craft because the Jewish character has all the attrib-
utes of a spy.”26 This assessment ªt nicely with Saddam’s own beliefs. In
one extended monologue on the subject, Saddam told his inner circle that
The Protocols of the Elders of Zion (a notorious anti-Semitic forgery) was an accu-
rate representation of Jewish/Israeli aims. “The Zionists are greedy—I mean
the Jews are greedy,” he said. “Whenever any issue relates to the economy,
their greed is very high.” Indeed, Saddam believed that the Protocols provided
a blueprint of sorts for understanding Israeli designs: “We should reºect on all
that we were able to learn from The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. . . . We should
identify the methods adopted by these hostile Zionist forces; we already know
their objectives. I do not believe that there was any falsiªcation with regard
to those Zionist objectives, speciªcally with regard to the Zionist desire to
usurp—usurping the economies of people.”27

Geopolitical conºict thus merged with Saddam’s prominent ideological pro-
clivities to inform an intense hostility toward Israel and a belief that confronta-
tion with that country was inevitable. “The extortionist Zionist enemy cannot
survive without erasing the whole Arab nation,” he said in 1979.28 As the fol-
lowing section demonstrates, the requirements of waging that confrontation
constituted one of Saddam’s central strategic preoccupations.

Thinking about the “Next Battle”

During the 1970s, Saddam considered multiple methods for containing Israel,
weakening its inºuence, and pushing it to surrender some if not all of its terri-
torial gains of 1967 and 1973. He nationalized foreign-owned petroleum com-
panies, in part, as a way of using “the oil weapon” to separate Israel from
its foreign supporters; offered moral support and material assistance to
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Palestinian terrorist groups; and sought ways of restricting Jewish immigra-
tion to Israel. Following the Camp David accords in 1978, Saddam claimed
leadership of the Arab states that rejected the peace agreement between Israel
and Egypt, and Iraq temporarily moved toward a union with Syria in an ef-
fort to bolster the anti-Israel forces.29

Saddam was also attracted to more drastic measures to resolve the conºict
with Israel. Saddam presented himself as a decisive, forceful leader. “We must
remember that those who make history are not the lazy and inept,” went one
of his favorite aphorisms. “The ones who make history are those who carry
their spears high and their swords sharp.”30 During the period between 1978
and 1982—after Saddam had largely consolidated his control of the Iraqi gov-
ernment, making a more assertive foreign policy possible, but before reversals
in the Iran-Iraq War left him ªghting for his political survival—Saddam fre-
quently said that Israel had to be made to yield to military force and spoke of
his desire for the “next battle.”31 “This conºict will last for a very long period
of time,” he told advisers in 1981. “The Arab’s duty is to prepare for this con-
ºict, technically and scientiªcally, politically and economically, socially and
culturally.”32 As this statement implies, Saddam believed that the conºict
would be a pan-Arab war under Iraqi leadership. On some occasions, he indi-
cated that the outright destruction of Israel was envisioned; more often,
Saddam seemed to foresee military action designed simply to force Israel back
to its pre-1967 borders.33 If successful, such a war would signiªcantly weaken
Israel’s geopolitical position and make Saddam a hero throughout the Arab
world. In a meeting with the Revolutionary Command Council following the
signing of the Egypt-Israel peace treaty in 1979, Saddam described the possi-
bility of war with Israel in vivid fashion. “This is what we envision,” he said.
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“We envision a war with the enemy, either with the Unity nation or with Iraqi-
Syrian military effort, or with the Iraqi, Syrian, and Jordanian military effort
that should be designed and based on long months and not just weeks. . . . We
have the capability to design it the way it should be designed. Do we really
want a war in which we gain miles quickly, but then step back and withdraw,
or do we want the slow, step-by-step war, where every step we take becomes
part of the land and we keep moving forward? The step itself is not the most
important thing here; even more important is the widespread cheering from
the masses that will accompany each step we take forward, which will reach
every corner of the Arab world.”34

In some ways, the late 1970s seemed a propitious time for such a war. By
1975, Saddam had established himself as the clear heir to Ahmed Hasan
al-Bakr, Iraq’s president, and he would formally assume that ofªce in July
1979. The defeat of a Kurdish insurgency in 1975 had temporarily quieted a re-
curring problem in the Iraqi defense posture, and after 1977, Iran was increas-
ingly weakened by internal turmoil. The Iraqi military was completing a
nearly decade-long buildup involving major purchases of Soviet- and French-
made weapons (paid for by an oil-induced economic boom); and by the close
of the 1970s, the Iraqi armed forces were among the most powerful in the re-
gion. While the Iraqi-Syrian union was ephemeral, widespread Arab rejection
of the Camp David accords allowed Iraq to improve its regional standing. In
1979, the CIA reported that Iraq could likely devote ªve divisions to a military
conºict with Israel, and predicted that “Iraq will be a state to reckon with
in the Middle East for at least the ªve-year period of this Estimate.”35

Nonetheless, Saddam admitted on several occasions in the late 1970s that
the climactic showdown with Israel would have to wait. “We must admit
that Zionism is going to last for a long time to serve its evil purposes,” he con-
ceded in December 1979.36 In other instances, he noted that “it is a long way to
victory” and predicted that the war with Israel would not occur until some-
time in the mid-1980s.37

If war was what Saddam intended, why this cautious attitude? In part,
Saddam’s forbearance reºected a grudging respect for Israeli military prowess.
“The Zionist enemy is a smart and capable enemy, and we must not underesti-
mate him,” he warned in 1979. Having been caught napping on the eve of the
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Yom Kippur War, Israel, Saddam believed, would not hesitate to act preemp-
tively if Iraq or another Arab state massed its forces for an attack. Israel “will
not allow the 1973 experience to be repeated,” he predicted.38 Similarly,
Saddam seems to have recognized that Iraqi forces needed additional training
and preparation if they were to undertake sustained offensive operations in
enemy territory.39

Yet Israel’s conventional prowess was not the determining factor in deter-
ring Saddam. Given the disparity in size and population between Israel and
the Arab world, Iraqi ofªcials seem to have believed (perhaps unrealistically)
that a uniªed Arab effort could defeat the Jewish state.40 On various occa-
sions during the late 1970s and 1980s, Iraqi ofªcials predicted that Iraq’s con-
ventional forces were or soon would be equivalent or superior to Israeli
conventional forces.41 What truly troubled Saddam and his advisers,
rather, were Israel’s key diplomatic alliance with the United States and its
unacknowledged—but widely assumed—nuclear arsenal.

On the ªrst count, Saddam (like many observers in the Arab world) believed
that Israel beneªted from the unqualiªed support of the United States. Indeed,
he hardly differentiated between the two countries. Saddam was never en-
tirely clear on whether the United States controlled Israel or vice versa, but he
nevertheless perceived a dangerous nexus between U.S. power and Israeli am-
bitions. He argued that Israel had been “created by colonialism,”42 and that
Israel was merely “an extension of the United States of America and the
English.”43 According to Saddam, Washington’s “unconditional ªnancial and
economic support of the enemy and supply of weapons” had built Israel into a
strategic juggernaut.44 Saddam was particularly incensed by the massive U.S.
resupply of Israel during the 1973 Yom Kippur War.45 In these circumstances,
Saddam reasonably concluded that the United States would not permit Iraq
and its Arab allies to defeat Israel. In a private discussion in 1979, he specu-
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lated that an Iraqi attack would prompt Washington to threaten to “throw an
atomic bomb at us.”46

As this statement indicates, Saddam was keenly aware of his inability to de-
ter nuclear threats issued by Iraqi adversaries. In this context, the Israeli nu-
clear capability posed an insuperable obstacle to a successful Arab attack. By
the mid-1970s, it was widely believed—in Iraq and elsewhere—that Israel pos-
sessed a working nuclear arsenal, and that these weapons were well integrated
into its defense and contingency plans.47 Saddam frequently lamented that
Israel possessed a nuclear monopoly in the Middle East, noting that an
Arab military strike thus risked provoking a devastating nonconventional re-
sponse.48 “When the Arabs start the deployment,” Saddam told a group of
military ofªcials in 1978, “Israel is going to say, ‘We will hit you with the
Atomic bomb.’”49

This sense of impotence in dealing with a nuclear-armed Israel came up nu-
merous times in Saddam’s deliberations with top advisers. This sentiment is
perhaps best captured in the following conversation between Saddam and
high-ranking Iraqi defense and military ofªcials shortly after the outbreak of
the Iran-Iraq War in 1980:

Saddam Hussein: I believe that whoever makes a move against Israel before
possessing such weapons, they will destroy him with an atomic bomb.

Adnan Khairallah [defense minister]: Because, sir, they know very well that
this scientiªc gap began to even out.

Saddam Hussein: They are waiting for the Iraqi Army to strike them so they
can respond by striking Baghdad; this is if they own an atomic bomb and we
don’t have it. We have arrived at this judgment and ªgured it out about 4–5
years ago. If we don’t have one or more of these bombs, in the next Arab-
Israeli war they will . . .

Mohamed Jassam Hanesh [commander of air force and air defense]: . . . de-
stroy us.

Saddam Hussein: And the ªrst target will be Baghdad, not Damascus or
Amman.
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Abdul Jabar Shanshal [army chief of staff]: And this remains so even now!

Saddam Hussein: Yes, even now! Even in the past we expected it; now, how-
ever, as soon as they sense that the Iraqi Army is moving in that direction, they
will strike Baghdad immediately.50

In short, Saddam believed that as long as Iraq was unable to deter Israeli nu-
clear threats, launching any sort of major conºict against Israel was an unac-
ceptably risky proposition. It was this concern that gave the Iraqi nuclear
program its strategic salience.

Saddam’s Nuclear Calculus

The Iraqi nuclear program commenced in the late 1950s, with the purchase of
a Soviet-made research reactor. The program lagged amid chronic political in-
stability for much of the next ªfteen years, but accelerated dramatically
when Saddam Hussein became head of the Iraqi Atomic Energy Committee in
1973. Saddam recruited Iraqi scientists to work on the program and concluded
nuclear cooperation accords with Brazil, France, India, Italy, the Soviet Union,
and other countries. The deal with France provided Iraq with a 40-megawatt
research reactor (Osirak, as the French called it, or Tammuz 1 in Iraqi nomen-
clature) along with a supply of 93 percent highly enriched uranium. The
agreement with Italy allowed Iraq to obtain fuel fabrication and plutonium re-
processing tools, as well as “hot cells” that could yield plutonium from the
uranium processed by the Osirak reactor. Both countries also provided techni-
cal assistance in operating the reactor, which by the late 1970s had been
brought online. At the outset of the 1980s, Iraq was reportedly within a few
years of being able to manufacture a simple nuclear device.51

Iraqi ofªcials generally claimed that the program was geared toward peace-
ful purposes, and in 1980, U.S. intelligence ofªcials found “no hard evidence
that Iraq has decided to acquire nuclear explosives.”52 As discussed below,
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however, Saddam’s private comments clearly indicate a desire to work toward
a nuclear weapons capability. There is also some circumstantial evidence that
Iraq sought to accelerate its nuclear development during this period by pur-
chasing nuclear components or even nuclear weapons from friendly countries
such as the Soviet Union.53

International relations theorists typically point to three issues that drive
states to pursue nuclear weapons: desire for greater international prestige, na-
tional security concerns, and bureaucratic pressures.54 In the case of Iraq, the
push for nuclear weapons revolved around the ªrst two of these issues.55 With
respect to international prestige, Saddam placed a premium on technological
development as a marker of Iraq’s regional and global status. He frequently la-
mented that Iraq remained a third-world country in terms of economic devel-
opment, and he argued that technological advancement was a prerequisite for
assuming leadership of the Arabs. “The one who is going to raise the Arab na-
tion should be the one who is richer in scientiªc knowledge than the others,”
he declared.56 From this perspective, the Iraqi nuclear program served notice
of Saddam’s claim to preeminence in Arab politics and Iraq’s growing role on
the international scene. As Saddam put it in 1981, the nuclear reactor was
a symbol of “Iraq’s progress.”57

Security concerns were also at the heart of the Iraqi nuclear program.

Saddam, Israel, and the Bomb 147

53. As noted below, Saddam hinted at one point that Iraq might approach the Soviet Union for
help in acquiring a single nuclear weapon. SH-SHTP-A-000-553, “Revolutionary Command Coun-
cil Meeting.” In a later instance, however, Saddam apparently feared that accepting nuclear assis-
tance from the Abdul Qadeer Khan network might expose him to U.S. and Israeli efforts to entrap
Iraq and embarrass it internationally. See Adrian Levy and Catherine Scott-Clark, Deception: Paki-
stan, the United States, and the Secret Trade in Nuclear Weapons (New York: Walker, 2007), pp. 220–
221; “President Warns Israel, Criticizes U.S.,” FBIS-NES-90-064, April 3, 1990; and SH-MICN-D-
000-741, “Information about a Letter from a Pakistani Scientist to the Iraqi Government,” October
1990.
54. The literature is summarized and critiqued in Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear
Weapons?” pp. 54–86. See also William C. Potter, “The Diffusion of Nuclear Weapons,” in Emily O.
Goldman and Leslie C. Eliason, eds., The Diffusion of Military Technology and Ideas (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2003), pp. 148–149.
55. There is an extensive literature on Iraqi motives for seeking nuclear weapons, nearly all of it
written without the beneªt of access to the captured records. See, for instance, Amatzia Baram,
“An Analysis of Iraqi WMD Strategy,” Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 8, No. 2 (Summer 2001), pp. 25–
39; Timothy V. McCarthy and Jonathan B. Tucker, “Saddam’s Toxic Arsenal: Chemical and Biologi-
cal Weapons in the Gulf Wars,” in Peter R. Lavoy, Scott D. Sagan, and James J. Wirtz, eds., Planning
the Unthinkable: How New Powers Will Use Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical Weapons (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 2000), especially pp. 56–60; Shai Feldman, Nuclear Weapons and Arms
Control in the Middle East (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1997), especially pp. 135–136; and Avigdor
Haselkorn, The Continuing Storm: Iraq, Poisonous Weapons, and Deterrence (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1999).
56. SH-SHTP-A-000-626, “Saddam Hussein’s Discussion of Neighboring Countries and Their Re-
gimes,” undated.
57. “Text of Saddam Husayn 23 June Cabinet Statement,” FBIS-MEA-81-121, June 24, 1981.



Saddam was well aware that the program would not reach fruition for several
years at the earliest (which may have inºuenced him to seek alternative means
of acquiring the bomb), but he was clearly grappling with how to integrate nu-
clear weapons into Iraq’s foreign and defense policy. From a defensive stand-
point, Saddam thought an Iraqi bomb would deter Israeli or Iranian attacks.
“We have to have this protection for the Iraqi citizen so that he will not be dis-
appointed and held hostage by the scientiªc advancement taking place in Iran
or in the Zionist entity,” he said in 1981. “Without such deterrence, the Arab
nation will continue to be threatened by the Zionist entity and Iraq will remain
threatened by the Zionist entity.”58

This view of nuclear weapons ªts nicely with the literature on prolifera-
tion, which frames security-related motives for pursuing nuclear weapons
overwhelmingly in defensive terms.59 For Saddam, however, nuclear weap-
ons were as much about offense as defense. Saddam’s views of nuclear
weapons provide a detailed, vivid illustration of how the logic behind the
stability-instability paradox can inºuence the strategic mind-set of a world
leader. As the paradox suggests, the available documents do not show that
Saddam seriously considered launching a nuclear ªrst strike against Israel (or
any other power) once he had attained nuclear weapons. What he believed,
rather, was that the development of what he called the “main weapon” would
allow him to wage a war of attrition against Israel, pushing it back to its pre-
1967 borders. If the Arabs sought to wage such a war without nuclear weap-
ons, Saddam realized, any advance could be stymied by U.S. or Israeli nuclear
threats against Arab cities. As Saddam said in 1978, “I imagine that the ªrst
strike is going to be directed to Baghdad.”60

If Iraq possessed nuclear weapons, however, it could neutralize Israeli
threats by holding Israeli population centers as risk. This would allow the
prosecution of a conventional war meant to erase Israeli gains from 1967 and
after, though presumably not one that threatened the survival of the Israeli
state.61 Saddam expressed various versions of this logic between 1978 and
1981. In 1979, for instance, he argued that the purchase of a nuclear weapon
from the Soviet Union would allow Iraq to achieve the aforementioned territo-
rial gains:

The most important requirement is that we be present in Iraq and Syria and
will have planned ahead that the enemy, the air force, that the enemy will
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come and attack and destroy, etc. We should bear it and keep going—and go
put pressure on our Soviet friends and make them understand our need for
one weapon—we only want one weapon. We want, when the Israeli enemy at-
tacks our civilian establishments, to have weapons to attack the Israeli civilian
establishments. We are willing to sit and refrain from using it, except when the
enemy attacks civilian establishments in Iraq or Syria, so that we can guaran-
tee the long war that is destructive to our enemy, and take at our leisure each
meter of land and drown the enemy with rivers of blood. We have no vision
for a war that is any less than this.62

This “patient war,” Saddam added, would last “for twelve continuous
months” and cost Iraq perhaps 50,000 casualties, but it would bring Iraqi
forces to the Sea of Galilee and inºict an unprecedented defeat on Israel.63

This conversation was hardly the sole instance in which Saddam predicted
that an Iraqi nuclear capability would enable a war of attrition against Israel. A
year earlier, Saddam had laid out a similar scenario in explaining why the
Arab states must pursue nuclear weapons. By dint of their larger geographical
size and population, Saddam believed, the Arab states were better able to
withstand nuclear attacks than was Israel. Israel would therefore have little
choice but to keep the war at the conventional level. “When the Arabs start the
deployment, Israel is going to say, ‘We will hit you with the atomic bomb.’ So
should the Arabs stop or not? If they do not have the atom, they will stop. For
that reason they should have the atom. If we were to have the atom, we would
make the conventional armies ªght without using the atom. If the interna-
tional conditions were not prepared and they said, ‘We will hit you with the
atom,’ we would say, ‘We will hit you with the atom too. The Arab atom will
ªnish you off, but the Israeli atom will not end the Arabs.’”64

Saddam returned to the same themes on several other occasions. In 1981, he
indicated that he saw nuclear weapons as a way of neutralizing Israeli military
advantages. “The Arabs have to say to them, ‘Here is a weapon where you can
face the Zionist threat of using atomic bombs,’” he explained. “You have to do
this in order to prevent the Zionist entity from using the atomic bomb against
the Arabs.”65 Similarly, in 1978 Saddam argued (somewhat vaguely) that
growing technological capabilities would allow the Arabs to launch new wars
against Israel. Iraq’s patience in dealing with Israel, he said, “is the patience of
active revolutionaries. We think that in twenty years, Israel will be in serious
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trouble as a result of growing Arab capabilities. Yet, the battle shall continue
and perhaps the Arabs will start wars before the twenty years are over.”66

Saddam seems to have believed that Iraq would be ready to launch this war
sometime in the mid-1980s. In 1979, he told advisers that the battle would be
“not this year and not in the next ªve years,” a timeline that likely stemmed
from the expectation that it would be several years before the Iraqi nuclear
program reached fruition.67 Around the same time, Saddam boasted that if
Israel or another enemy wished to strike Iraq, it would have to do so before
1985. After that, “all of [Iraq’s] enemies” would have to think twice about such
an attack.68

What, exactly, would a conventional war against Israel look like? The avail-
able records indicate that Saddam, who had little background in military af-
fairs prior to becoming Iraqi president, considered operational requirements
for such a war, but only in broad and superªcial terms. In the aforementioned
discussion in March 1979, Saddam implied that the war would require a com-
bined Arab assault involving Iraq, Syria, and perhaps Jordan. (Egypt, which
had just signed a peace treaty with Israel, presumably would not participate in
the ªghting.) The ideal situation, Saddam commented, would be to have “one
force with proper formations,” although given Jordan’s vulnerability vis-à-vis
Israel, the Jordanian front was “in a very precarious situation” and could not
be counted on.69 Similarly, in a 1995 meeting, Saddam recalled a discussion
with Syria’s Haªz al-Assad in 1978 or 1979, in which the Iraqi leader proposed
to mount an eventual Syrian-Iraqi attack into the Israeli-occupied Golan
Heights. “I explained to him how the Golan Heights could he liberated,”
Saddam later said. The attack would be spearheaded by infantry, with armor
and artillery following close behind. Iraq would contribute three to ªve infan-
try divisions and an equivalent number of armored and artillery divisions, to
be accompanied by unspeciªed Syrian forces. This combined force, Saddam
assumed, would be sufªcient to push Israeli defenders out of the Golan and
hold the territories against a counterattack. “I think the mission is very sim-
ple,” Saddam recalled saying.70

Saddam’s conªdence to the contrary, there was nothing “simple” about
waging an effective war against Israel. For one thing, supplying multiple Iraqi
divisions as they conducted operations from Syria and possibly Jordan would
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be a complex logistical feat, one signiªcantly beyond anything the Baathist
military had previously accomplished. Saddam acknowledged the difªculties
involved in 1978 (the Arabs needed a “long transportation line that can reach
the front and that is into Syria or into Jordan,” he told military ofªcials), but
his ideas for overcoming this challenge were poorly reªned. He speculated
that Iraqi units operating in Syria “will be provided with ammunition and
supplies by the Syrian side,” but this assertion rested on the dubious assump-
tion that Assad’s regime had both the capacity and the desire to sustain
Saddam’s forces in addition to its own.71

Indeed, despite Saddam’s conªdence that an Iraqi nuclear capability would
enable an effective Arab advance, his vision for war raised as many questions
as it answered. Would the Syrian and Jordanian governments actually assist
Iraq in another conºict against Israel? This issue was certainly open to ques-
tion, given that Saddam and Assad were bitter rivals (notwithstanding the
brief and abortive attempt at an Iraqi-Syrian union in 1978–79), and that both
Syria and Jordan had lost considerable territory in earlier tangles with Israel. If
the Arab coalition held, would Arab armies triumph in a conventional war?
Israel had handily defeated combined Arab forces before, and the signing of
the Egypt-Israel peace accord in 1979 meant that Israel would presumably be
able to devote greater resources to defending the Golan Heights and the West
Bank. In at least one instance, Saddam obliquely acknowledged that there
were many problems to be resolved before a successful war would be possible.
“We are in the process of research and movement mobilization plans,” he said,
“but the strategic visualization is what is important.”72

Beyond all this, there was reason to doubt whether Israel would behave in
as accommodating a manner as Saddam seemed to hope. Iraqi forces would
have to complete an extensive deployment into Jordan or Syria (or both) prior
to attacking. Why would Israel not strike those forces preemptively, as it had
done in similar circumstances in 1967? Saddam recognized this problem—
“The Iraqi army is still in Iraq,” he conceded—but he had no ready solution.73

Perhaps most important of all, would Israel really refrain from making nuclear
threats, or even using its nuclear weapons, in the event of a successful Arab
advance? Given that Saddam and other Iraqi leaders had publicly called for
Israel’s destruction ever since the Baath had ªrst taken power in 1968, would
not Israeli leaders assume that an attack on the Golan or the West Bank was the
prelude to an assault on Israel proper? And if Israeli leaders made such an as-
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sumption, would a rudimentary Iraqi nuclear capability really deter Israel
from seeking to derive leverage from its own, much larger nuclear arsenal?
Saddam’s vision for a war with Israel was immensely ambitious, but it was
also deeply problematic.

In light of these gaps in Iraqi planning, should scholars conclude that
Saddam was not actually serious about a prospective war with Israel, that
there was more bravado than sincerity in his discussion of this subject? Al-
though Saddam was given to bluster, we think this conclusion too sanguine,
for two reasons. First, this interpretation requires waving away not merely
what Saddam said in public—where calls for Israel’s destruction or the libera-
tion of the territories could be expected to play well with Arab and Iraqi
audiences—but also his repeated private comments. As established previously,
Saddam discussed the relationship between nuclear weapons and a conºict
with Israel on numerous occasions during the late 1970s and early 1980s. In the
same vein, even though many Arab leaders evinced a ªerce hostility to Israel
in public, Saddam’s private comments leave little doubt that he believed the
fate of the Arab nation to be wrapped up in an eventual struggle to reduce
the power of the “Zionist entity.” In October 1985, for instance, Saddam
returned to this subject in a discussion with his advisers. “This issue between
the Arabs and Israel will never be resolved,” he said. “It is either Israel or the
Arabs. . . . Either the Arabs are slaves to Israel and Israel controls their desti-
nies, or the Arabs can be their own masters and Israel is like Formosa’s loca-
tion to China, at best.”74

Combined with other well-established features of Saddam’s behavior—most
notably his belief that he was destined to lead the Arab world and his ten-
dency to use military power in pursuit of risky and aggressive ventures—his
private comments on this subject were sufªcient to persuade certain advisers
that he was sincere in his desire for an eventual war against Israel. Saddam
“had the conªdence that he could accomplish this mission and eliminate
Israel,” recalls Raad Hamdani, an ofªcer who rose through the ranks in the
1970s and 1980s and would eventually become one of Saddam’s more trusted
subordinates. “He expressed this conªdence that he could accomplish this goal
in many meetings I had with him.”75

Second, and no less important, the absence of detailed operational planning
for a war against Israel does not mean that Saddam was not serious in contem-
plating such a conºict. In the United States, the military prepares contingency
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plans for missions that its civilian leaders are unlikely ever to authorize. In
Baathist Iraq, the situation was the reverse: Saddam’s intuitive and compart-
mentalized style of decisionmaking ensured that the military was frequently
ordered to undertake missions for which it had not engaged in serious plan-
ning. In the case of the invasion of Iran in 1980, for instance, some senior com-
manders received only days or weeks of warning prior to the attack. In the
lead-up to the invasion of Kuwait in 1990, the Republican Guard was given
less than a month to prepare for the attack, and according to Saddam, neither
the defense minister nor the army chief of staff was informed of the impending
operation. As has become clear from recent research, Iraqi forces thus strug-
gled to resolve unaddressed and potentially debilitating logistical issues on the
eve of the attack. In Saddam’s Iraq, a lack of serious planning or preparation
was no barrier to bold, aggressive military action.76

Perhaps because Saddam operated in this manner, he could easily (and sim-
plistically) conclude that the obstacles to a confrontation with Israel were sur-
mountable. Although Saddam’s expectation that the Iraq-Syria merger would
lead to greater combined capabilities was frustrated by the rapid collapse of
that union, he held out hope—rather unrealistically—that the Iraqi example
would inspire the Arab masses to overthrow their governments and install rul-
ers more supportive of Baghdad’s policies. “As long as the masses have kept
themselves on solid ground psychologically then they can wait [for] the un-
healthy governments to be removed,” he predicted.77 With respect to the issue
of military effectiveness, Saddam believed that several (somewhat contradic-
tory) factors would eventually enable improved Arab performance. In 1978, he
argued that the rise of “progressive” regimes such as Iraq’s would, in and of it-
self, lead to greater success on the battleªeld.78 Along the same lines, he pre-
dicted that the Arabs’ “revolutionary spirit” would allow them to overcome
their technological and military deªciencies. “Deployment and the speed of
deployment is not just a classical military ability,” he said, “but mainly it is
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about the special political spirit that we call the Revolutionary Spirit, coming
from the spirit of the regime that is led by the Arab Socialist Baath Party.” On
this and other occasions, Saddam also touted the notion that the Arabs would
eventually surpass Israel in conventional capabilities, presumably because of
technological progress and demographic superiority, or perhaps through com-
bined training involving Iraq, Jordan, and Syria.79

This sense that Iraq’s military deªciencies could be overcome was evident
from Saddam’s analysis of the onset of the Iran-Iraq War in September 1980.
Saddam did not initially see the invasion of Iran as a distraction from his long-
term goal of confronting Israel; quite the opposite. Saddam invaded Iran for a
variety of reasons, including perceptions that the Iranian regime sought to un-
dermine his government, a desire to retake land he had conceded to the shah
in the humiliating 1975 Algiers accord, and efforts to exploit postrevolutionary
chaos in Iran.80 In numerous instances, however, Saddam and his advisers also
expressed an expectation that waging war against Iran would give the Iraqi
military valuable experience in large-scale offensive operations and put Bagh-
dad in a stronger strategic position for the eventual showdown with Israel. As
early as September 1980, one Iraqi ofªcial predicted that seizing disputed terri-
tories from Iran would “move Iraq into a big and dangerously effective posi-
tion. Through this, in the future, Iraq can take big steps to accomplish its goals,
whether they are within the country or national [i.e., pan-Arab].”81 Similarly,
Saddam predicted prior to the start of the war that reclaiming Iraq’s “extorted
land” from Iran would inspire “all the people who have an extorted land,”
which from the context of the conversation appears to have been a reference to
the Palestinians or perhaps the Arabs more broadly. “Getting your land back
will scare them,” he said of the Israelis, “because it takes you to another level
of ability and to another psychological effect on the Arab people and the na-
tional [pan-Arab] public opinion.”82

This view persisted well after the war was under way. On various occasions,
Saddam told advisers that ªghting with Iran provided necessary battleªeld
lessons on how to wage war against Israel. “We are going to beneªt from this
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with God’s help because we are seeing our soft spots,” he commented early in
the ªghting.83 Israel “cannot tolerate Iraq walking out victorious” from its war
with Iran, Saddam asserted in 1981 or 1982, because “once Iraq walks out vic-
torious, there will not be any Israel.”84 In another instance, Saddam remarked
that “the Jews” should be worried by Iraq’s growing military prowess. “They
see that the experience we are gaining [from] the war, as it goes on, will be in-
tact after the war, and that will be a threat to them later,” he said.85

These expectations proved unrealistic. Far from augmenting Iraqi strategic
capabilities, the conºict with Iran turned into a bloody war of attrition that left
Saddam’s regime struggling to survive. Moreover, before the war was even a
year old, Israel moved decisively to disrupt the Iraqi nuclear program. This in-
tervention did not take Saddam completely by surprise, as he was under no il-
lusion that Israel would allow Iraq to proceed toward a nuclear capability
unhindered. As he explained to his advisers, he had believed that Israel would
“plan an attack against Iraq’s vital facilities, an attack that will exceed conven-
tional means, and will target main rings that will stop development or will
stop Iraqi prosperity in the programs of scientiªc and economic advance-
ments, which are the main sources of Iraq’s strength.”86 In a separate conversa-
tion, he reiterated his expectation that Israel would launch a preventive
nuclear strike against Iraq. “If they are going to hit Iraq, they will hit it before
1985 with an atomic bomb,” he said. “After that, they will not be able to hit
it.”87 Recognizing that Iraq faced a window of vulnerability as it built a nuclear
deterrent, Saddam initiated planning for civil defense efforts to shield the Iraqi
population from nuclear attacks.88

Saddam was wrong to expect a nuclear attack from Israel, but correct in an-
ticipating Israeli counterproliferation efforts. The prospect of an Iraqi bomb
was frightening to Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin, who termed Iraq
“the bloodiest and most irresponsible of all Arab regimes, with the exception
of Kaddaª in Libya.”89 During the late 1970s and early 1980s, Israeli operatives
reportedly threatened Italian and French workers involved with the Iraqi pro-
gram, sabotaged shipments of nuclear components destined for Iraq, and
murdered Iraqi nuclear scientists in Europe. Although it is unclear that the at-
tempted bombing of the Tuwaitha facilities by Iranian jets shortly after the out-
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break of the Iran-Iraq War was a deliberate attempt to target the Iraqi nuclear
program, fears that Iraq would soon begin to produce the materials needed to
build an atomic weapon spurred Israel to take dramatic action. In 1981, an
Israeli air raid destroyed the Osirak reactor, setting the Iraqi program back by
several years.90

After the destruction of the Osirak reactor, Saddam acknowledged that the
Israeli airstrike was a reasonable response to Iraqi nuclear development. In one
meeting, he bragged that Iraq’s technological progress “made Begin spend
sleepless nights.”91 At another gathering with his advisers, he conceded,
“Technically, they are right in all of their attempts to harm Iraq. . . . They might
hit Iraq with an atomic bomb someday if we reach a certain stage. And we are
prepared, and if God allows it, we will be ready to face it.”92 In Saddam’s view,
Israel had good reason to feel alarmed by Iraq’s growing power and techno-
logical advancements.

The destruction of the Osirak reactor did not put an end to Saddam’s desire
for a nuclear capability and an eventual collision with Israel. Saddam’s gov-
ernment reinvigorated the nuclear program during the 1980s, and by early
1990 Iraq was perhaps only a few years away from developing a rudimentary
nuclear weapon.93 More than that, Iraq’s success in forcing Iran to agree to a
cease-ªre in 1988 led Saddam to believe that Iraqi conventional forces were ap-
proaching the level of readiness necessary to confront Israel. After Iraq retook
the Fao Peninsula in 1988, Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz told Saddam that the
battle showed Israel “that the Arabs are capable of going through bold and as-
saulting battles to uproot the wicked enemy from the land it occupied and re-
inforced, no matter how long it takes, and to expel them from it.”94 In a
meeting in early 1990, Saddam predicted that Iraq would have “one or ten”
nuclear weapons within a half-decade, and as before, he argued that these ca-
pabilities would make possible the liberation of Arab lands. “Now, if the Arabs
were to have a nuclear bomb,” Saddam hypothesized, “wouldn’t they take the
territories that were occupied after 1967?”95 During the period between late
1988 and early 1990, in fact, Saddam again began to tout the idea of waging
a war of liberation against Israel. Hamdani recalls that Saddam instructed
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the Republican Guard leadership to prepare for the eventual launching of
such a conºict, and that his unit “continued training, attending lectures and
workshops to raise our army’s standards in preparation for the war with the
Zionists.”96

Saddam never got a chance to act on this ambition. Confronted with a dire
and deteriorating economic situation in 1990, the Iraqi regime shifted its atten-
tion to its oil-rich neighbor to the south, invading and occupying Kuwait on
August 2. As we discuss in the sections that follow, the resulting Persian Gulf
conºict did provide Saddam with an opportunity to strike Israel militarily, but
the war and subsequent UN sanctions crippled Iraq’s nuclear program and se-
verely constrained the country’s geopolitical potential.

WMD, Israel, and the 1991 Persian Gulf War

Even though Saddam lacked nuclear weapons, he did wage a limited military
conºict against Israel during the Persian Gulf War, attacking Israel with con-
ventionally armed SCUD missiles during January–February 1991. At ªrst
glance, this behavior is puzzling in light of Saddam’s earlier claims that he
would be unable to wage conventional warfare against Israel without ªrst ac-
quiring nuclear weapons. On closer inspection, however, these strikes were
fully consonant with his views of the deterrent power provided by an uncon-
ventional arsenal.

In discussing this issue, it is important to consider two separate but related
factors—the reasons why Saddam desired to attack Israel in 1991, and the rea-
sons why he believed that he would be able to attack Israeli population centers
and other targets without triggering the devastating response he had earlier
feared. With respect to the ªrst subject, Saddam was drawn to the idea of at-
tacking Israel for several reasons. For one, he likely expected the attacks to in-
spire the Arab masses to rally behind Iraq, thereby forcing their governments
to distance themselves from the U.S.-led coalition. Years earlier, Saddam had
predicted that Iraq’s use of conventional forces in liberating Palestinian territo-
ries would cause “widespread cheering . . . from every corner of the Arab
world.”97 Actions such as Iraq’s ªring of a concrete-ªlled warhead at Israel
in 1991 were designed to play on Islamic imagery, symbolize solidarity with
Palestinian stone throwers, and elicit such Arab support.98

Additionally, because Saddam frequently failed to distinguish U.S. from
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Israeli policies, he held Israel largely responsible for the conºict and assumed
hidden Israeli involvement. In December 1990, he announced that “if aggres-
sion were to take place, we will assume that Israel has taken part in it. There-
fore, without asking any questions, we will strike Israel.”99 In the same vein,
Saddam appears to have calculated that hurting Israel (“America’s daughter,”
as he called it) would weaken political will in the United States and lead to an
early cease-ªre.100 He later boasted to a Cuban interlocutor that “if Iraq had
possessed long-range missiles [during the 1991 Gulf War], we would have hit
the White House.” Because Israel was a “partisan to the United States in the
region,” he explained, Iraq attacked Tel Aviv instead to hurt America indi-
rectly.101 Some evidence even indicates that Iraqi leaders believed that Israel
was directly involved in the coalition’s attacks on Iraq.102 Simple retribution
for past offenses may also have played a role; the orders to strike Israel’s
Dimona reactor described the attack as “revenge” for the attack on the Osirak
reactor in 1981.103

With respect to the second subject, Saddam’s belief that he could attack
Israel with conventional weapons without triggering a devastating response
had much to do with the massive arsenal of chemical and biological weapons,
along with surface-to-surface missiles and other delivery vehicles, that Iraq
had accumulated during the 1980s. During the Iran-Iraq War, Saddam had
used these capabilities—particularly chemical weapons and SCUD missiles—
extensively. Iraq used more than 100,000 chemical munitions against Iranian
forces and Iraqi Kurds, and Saddam employed his missile capabilities to bring
the war to Iran’s cities and compel the Iranian government to accept a cease-
ªre.104 In later years, Saddam attributed the eventual outcome of the war to
Iraq’s superior chemical weapons and missile capabilities. “When we attacked
Iran with our missiles they came and told us, ‘let’s agree,’” he recalled.105
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As this comment indicates, Saddam appreciated these weapons not simply
for their military value, but also for their ability to deter and compel. The belief
that these weapons could terrorize enemies psychologically and cow them into
inaction is evident from Saddam’s remarks to air force ofªcers in 1984: “Some-
times what you get out of a weapon is when you keep saying, ‘I will bomb
you,’ [and] it is actually better than bombing him. It is possible that when you
bomb him the material effect will be 40 percent, but if you stick it up to his face
the material and the spiritual effect will be 60 percent, so why hit him? Keep
getting 60 percent!”106

By the late 1980s, Saddam had begun to brandish his chemical arsenal as a
deterrent to a potential Israeli attack on Iraq. Saddam was convinced that
Israel and its allies were manipulating the increasing international criticism of
his regime in late 1989 and early 1990, and Iraqi military intelligence warned
that an Israeli military strike was likely. In May 1990, military intelligence ana-
lysts laid out several potential courses of action open to Israel, concluding that
the most likely possibilities were “attempts to personally target” Saddam and
air and missile attacks against “vital targets” including nuclear and chemical
facilities. Saddam apparently subscribed to this prediction; several months
later, he reminded aides that Washington had been “preparing Israel to attack
us” during early 1990.107 In these circumstances, Saddam calculated that chem-
ical weapons could deter the Israeli threat. On April 2, 1990, Saddam made a
public statement to this effect. “We will make the ªre eat up half of Israel, if it
tries to do anything against Iraq,” he warned.108 Israel’s decision not to attack
Iraqi targets in mid-1990 appears to have convinced Saddam that this deter-
rent threat had worked.109

During the Persian Gulf conºict in 1991, Saddam thus viewed his arsenal of
chemical weapons, complemented by biological weapons and delivery sys-
tems, as a deterrent to Israeli nuclear retaliation. Saddam recognized that his
chemical weapons were not as powerful as Israel’s nuclear weapons,110 yet
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told his advisers, “If we want to use chemicals, we will exterminate them, you
know.” He boasted that Iraq had acquired chemical weapons whose destruc-
tive power was “200 times more” than that used against Iran, adding that at
most one or two countries could match the quality or quantity of Iraq’s chemi-
cal or biological weapons arsenals.111 As one of Saddam’s advisers told him
prior to the Gulf War, Iraq’s acquisition of binary chemical weapons and long-
range delivery systems had ended Israel’s regional dominance and replaced it
with a balance of forces.112

This new “balance of forces” increased Saddam’s conªdence in 1991 that he
could attack Israel with conventional warheads without facing WMD reprisal.
“Iraq is in possession of the binary chemical weapon,” Saddam told an inter-
viewer a month before invading Kuwait. “According to our technical,
scientiªc, and military calculations, this is a sufªcient deterrent to confront the
Israeli nuclear weapon.”113 The West was furious about Iraq’s acquisition of bi-
nary chemical weapons, he explained on another occasion, because “they
thought they could strike us. Well, let them try.”114 According to the state-
controlled Iraqi media, the imperialists and Zionists had recognized Iraq’s
new “parity with the Arab nation’s enemies.”115 For Saddam, chemical weap-
ons were now playing the deterrent role that he had earlier intended for nu-
clear weapons.116

This sense of parity underlay Saddam’s missile attacks against Israel. Iraq
would initially attack with only conventional warheads, he told advisers, and
would use its chemical and biological weapons “in return for the warheads
they use.”117 Saddam realized that if his deterrent failed, and he followed
through on this threat, the conºict could escalate dramatically. He exclaimed,
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“Who says they will strike and leave? Well, how will they strike and leave? We
have stated that the ªrst strike we get we will in turn ªre on Saudi [Arabia]
and Israel—they can’t just come hit and run.”118 Ultimately, though, the pros-
pect of WMD warfare does not appear to have overly worried Saddam, who
told his advisers he was about to attack Israel with conventional warheads “so
that the battle gets more exciting.”119 In sum, Saddam believed that noncon-
ventional (albeit nonnuclear) weapons provided him with the deterrent power
he needed to strike Israel.120

War, Sanctions, and Disruption of Iraq’s Nuclear and WMD Programs

In the aftermath of the Persian Gulf War, Saddam depicted the SCUD attacks
as a victory for the Arabs and a shattering blow to the myth of Israeli military
invincibility. “God bless surface-to-surface missiles, which deserve every
amount of praise,” he declared in 1992. “Because you made Israel cry, every-
thing else will be easy.”121

It was a hollow victory, however, because even more than the attack on the
Osirak reactor in 1981, the Persian Gulf War proved devastating to the tools
Saddam had planned to use in a full-scale confrontation with Israel. The coali-
tion bombing campaign in January and February 1991 severely disrupted the
Iraqi nuclear program. As the CIA’s Duelfer Report notes, “Nearly all of the key
nuclear facilities—those involved in the processing of nuclear material or
weapons research—were bombed during Desert Storm.” Some of these facili-
ties were damaged to varying degrees, whereas others were more or less de-
stroyed, setting the Iraqi program back by at least several years.122

The air campaign and the U.S.-led ground attack that followed also took a
heavy toll on Iraqi conventional forces. The regime lost most of its air force
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(which had ºed to Iran at the outset of the air campaign), as well as signiªcant
fractions of its armor, artillery, and antiaircraft capabilities. The regime’s forces
remained sufªcient to put down internal unrest, as the bloody end of the Shiite
and Kurdish uprisings in 1991 demonstrated. Yet the armed forces were far re-
duced from the military that had fought Iran to a stalemate and conquered
Kuwait. As U.S. intelligence analysts concluded in late 1993, “Iraq’s ability to
project power . . . was severely diminished by Desert Storm. . . . Although in-
creased training has improved defenses, Iraq can conduct only limited offen-
sive cross-border operations. It would have great difªculty supporting forces
far from logistic nodes within Iraq.”123

Although space limitations preclude a detailed discussion of the post–Gulf
War trajectory of Saddam’s views on Israel, the available records indicate that
the war and its aftermath made it increasingly difªcult for even someone as
optimistic as the Iraqi dictator to contemplate a successful war of coercion
against Israel. This is not to say that the war put an end to Saddam’s anti-
Semitism, his sense that he was destined to lead the Arab world, or his intense
hostility toward Israel. To the contrary, in the mid-1990s Saddam told advis-
ers that Israel was “an imperialistic claw used against the Arab nation.”
“Zionism’s line of defense is based on the principle that the Arab nation must
be broken,” he argued. At another point, Saddam alleged that “Jews from all
around the world” were agents of the Israeli intelligence services. In the latter
years of his regime, Saddam passed his time, in part, by writing anti-Zionist
and anti-Semitic tracts.124

What the Persian Gulf War and its aftermath accomplished, rather, was to
weaken the Iraqi regime militarily and confront it with threats more pressing
than that posed by Israel. Although the UN sanctions and inspections regimes
were thoroughly imperfect, they were nonetheless sufªciently intrusive and
harsh to impede efforts to seriously reconstitute Iraqi chemical, biological, or
nuclear weapons programs. As early as mid-1991, the need to escape severe
economic sanctions had convinced Saddam and his top lieutenants that the re-
gime could not risk being caught in efforts to reconstitute its WMD arsenal. As
a result, while Saddam sought to mask the extent of Iraq’s pre-1991 WMD de-
velopment and may have hoped to rebuild his advanced weapons programs
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once the sanctions were lifted, the regime apparently made no determined at-
tempt to acquire nuclear weapons between 1991 and 2003.125

Additionally, by reducing Iraq’s oil revenues and preventing Baghdad from
importing weaponry, the sanctions regime led to a continuing deterioration of
the Baathist armed forces. In 1995, a memorandum composed by the U.S.
National Intelligence Council concluded that improved training had raised
Iraqi defensive capabilities, and that the Baathist military might be able to
mount an offensive against Kuwait. On the whole, however, the report
asserted that the Baathist military “remains plagued by a host of materiel,
technical, and operational shortcomings which would limit its warªghting ef-
fectiveness beyond Iraq’s borders.”126 The Persian Gulf conºict and the sanc-
tions that followed hardly eased Saddam’s animosity toward Israel, but they
did largely rob him of the capabilities he had planned to use in an offensive
war against the Jewish state.

Just as important, after early 1991 Saddam found himself dealing with
dangers more immediate than that posed by Israel. The Shiite and Kurdish up-
risings in 1991, as well as several real and suspected coup plots during the
early and mid-1990s, raised the specter of internal revolt against the regime.
Saddam and his subordinates subsequently devoted much of their attention to
dealing with these and other domestic threats.127 No less problematic, Saddam
now faced a U.S. containment policy that included regular aerial attacks on
Iraqi targets, determined efforts to hold the sanctions in place and, at times, ef-
forts to overthrow his regime. Saddam averred that this conºict with the
United States would end in a victory for his government, but nonetheless con-
ceded that it signiªcantly taxed the energies of the regime. “Our battle is not
over yet,” he commented in 1995; “it is still ongoing.”128

Following the 1991 war, Saddam continued low-grade efforts to antagonize
Israel. He opposed the Arab-Israeli peace process, provided payments to
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the families of Palestinian suicide bombers, and maintained ties to various
Palestinian terrorist groups.129 Yet even though Saddam was loath to renounce
his ambitions for a more decisive confrontation with Israel, he privately recog-
nized that Iraq’s geopolitical potential—and thus the possibility of a successful
war—had been signiªcantly reduced. “We have to be careful in not giving
promises that exceed our capabilities of executing,” he allowed in late 1995,
“as we are a blockaded country that has [faced] many problems as a result of
this blockade.”130 Saddam’s hostility toward Israel remained intact, but the im-
peratives of survival now took precedence in Iraqi statecraft.

Conclusion

Even before Saddam Hussein formally assumed the Iraqi presidency in 1979,
the issue of nuclear weapons was central to his planning for an eventual con-
frontation with Israel. Desiring to liberate Arab territories, yet aware that
Israel’s nuclear monopoly threatened to derail such offensive action, Saddam
came during the late 1970s and early 1980s to see the acquisition of a nuclear
arsenal as the tool that would allow him to neutralize Israeli nuclear threats
and bleed the Jewish state in a war of attrition. The disruption of the Iraqi nu-
clear program in 1981 and again during and after the Persian Gulf War helped
ensure that Saddam never got a chance to put this plan into action. Nonethe-
less, his decision to launch SCUD missiles at Israel in 1991 is consistent with
his belief that possession of an unconventional arsenal would provide the de-
terrent power necessary to take the ªght to the “Zionist entity.”

Scholars and policy analysts have long debated Saddam’s motives in pursu-
ing nuclear weapons and the sincerity of his frequent public promises to do
Israel harm.131 Although our research of the captured records reveals no evi-
dence that Saddam intended to launch a nuclear ªrst strike against Israel once
his nuclear program came to fruition, it does make clear that his public threats
were not merely a rhetorical façade.132 In public as in private, Saddam was a
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deeply anti-Semitic individual who repeatedly spoke of his desire to under-
take large-scale conventional action against Israel and believed (perhaps unre-
alistically) that nuclear weapons were the coercive lever he needed to do so
successfully. Scholars have criticized the Israeli attack on the Osirak reactor in
1981 for driving Iraqi nuclear development underground and causing Saddam
to accelerate the program, but this critique loses much of its persuasiveness in
light of the insights provided by the captured Iraqi records.133 As Saddam him-
self admitted, the Israelis were right to lose sleep over Iraq’s technological
development.

Scholars of preventive war argue that rational leaders of rising states should
downplay their aggressive revisionist objectives and ascending capabilities so
as to avoid preventive military strikes by (relatively) declining competitors.134

Saddam, by contrast, either saw things otherwise or simply could not refrain
from boasting and threatening. As Saad al-Bazzaz pointedly observed,
whereas the Israelis had nuclear weapons but refrained from announcing it,
“Saddam announced the weapons even before he had ªnished building
them.”135 In a press conference on July 20, 1980, Saddam publicly denied that
Iraq had a program for building atomic bombs but warned that “whoever an-
tagonizes us should know that, the nation he is antagonizing today will be dif-
ferent in ªve years’ time: it will be an advanced not a backward nation.”136 He
also ominously predicted that the Arab nation would survive even if Israel
killed 40 million Arabs.137 Whatever the intent of these statements, Saddam’s
attempts at atomic diplomacy helped generate the Israeli reaction that denied
him the bomb.

The foregoing analysis also bears on important theoretical debates over nu-
clear proliferation and its consequences. Saddam’s views challenge the notion
prevalent in much of the literature that the security-related concerns motivat-
ing states to seek nuclear weapons are necessarily defensive in nature. While
Saddam hoped that acquiring the bomb would provide security from foreign
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attack, his desire for nuclear weapons was thoroughly wound up with his revi-
sionist aims regarding Israel. Believing that his own destiny and that of the
Arab world hinged on an offensive war to liberate the occupied territories,
Saddam naturally viewed nuclear weapons through this prism. Because lead-
ers’ conceptualizations of nuclear strategy vary considerably, this case does
not invalidate the argument that some or even most states seek nuclear weap-
ons for primarily defensive reasons.138 It does indicate, however, that prolifera-
tion theorists need to consider more carefully the roles that offensive concerns
play in pushing leaders to pursue the bomb.

Finally, Saddam’s views on nuclear weapons have implications for the con-
tinuing debate regarding the geopolitical consequences of proliferation.
Whereas proliferation optimists, as well as scholars such as Francis Gavin and
John Mueller, rightly caution against rushing to the conclusion that every case
of potential proliferation is a grave threat to international stability and U.S. se-
curity, nuclear apathy can be every bit as dangerous as nuclear alarmism.139

Saddam’s private statements provide a reminder that nuclear proliferation can
be destabilizing even when it results in the establishment of a stable deterrent
balance at the nuclear level. As the stability-instability paradox might suggest,
Saddam hoped that an Iraqi nuclear deterrent would free him to initiate vio-
lent, destabilizing policies toward Israel. In the case of Saddam’s efforts to ac-
quire nuclear weapons during the 1970s and 1980s, a strong dose of alarm may
have been warranted after all.
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