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portant components of military strategy, and for

centuries, political and military leaders have re-
peated the dictum that in order to preserve the peace, a
state must be prepared for war (“Qui desiderat pacem
praeparet bellum”).? Thisaxiomisalogical responseto
the state of nature in an anarchic international system.

T he principles of deterrence have alwaysbeenim-

During the Cold War, theintellectual discourse onthe
nature of deterrence reached its maximum devel opment.
The intricacies of nuclear deterrence continue to be de-
bated intensely, including itsinherent dilemmas, and the
difficulties in measuring success (failure has more vis-
ible symptoms, but by the time these appear, the dam-
ageisdone). Sincethe Cold War, the debate has focused
on the central question of whether the deterrence poli-
cies followed by the United States, and, to a lesser de-
gree, the Soviet Union, were successful in preventing
war, or ascritics, such as Sagan, Lebow, and Stein claim,
deterrence “was an accident waiting to happen.” From
the critics' perspective, the world survived and avoided
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nuclear destruction despite the dangers posed by deter-
rence, rather than as aresult of this strategy.

These questions have accompanied the proliferation
of deterrence-based strategiesin regional conflicts, par-
ticularly in South Asia and the Middle East. Following
the 1998 nuclear tests conducted by India and Pakistan,
and the ensuing Kargil crisis, the development of deter-
rence doctrines and capabilities increased. Similarly, in
the Middle East, the importance of nuclear deterrence
isgrowing, astreaties, regimes, and export control poli-
cies designed to prevent the proliferation of nuclear and
other forms of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), as
well as ballistic missile technology, have proven inef-
fective. Iran’s progress in acquiring missile technology
from Russia and North Korea was highlighted by the
tests of the Shehab-3 in July 1998 and again in July 2000,
and the Iranian nuclear program continues. In Irag, the
UN Specia Commissionon Irag’s(UNSCOM ' s) inspec-
tions reached a dead-end in 1998, and the sanctions re-
gime has eroded, allowing Iraq to resume WMD

43



GERALD M. STEINBERG

development and deployment. These developmentswill,
inturn, trigger accel erated effortsto acquire nuclear and
missile programs throughout the region. Asaresult, the
eraof lsragl’ stacit nuclear monopoly is ending, and be-
ing replaced by amultipolar system based on mutual de-
terrence.

In ng the Cold War experience, “the deterrence
optimists’ have claimed that the proliferation of missiles
and chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons can cre-
ate a stable “balance of terror” in this region.?2 Adher-
ents to the “pessimist” school, in contrast, point to the
difficultiesin applying this framework in the context of
intense ethno-national and religious disputes in the
Middle East.® Such conflicts emphasize the destabiliz-
ing aspects of the “competitive risk-taking” that char-
acterizesthe deterrence process. Many also question the
ability of Third World leadersto act with the rationality
that is essential for stable and successful mutual deter-
rence.

Notwithstanding these questions and the very prob-
lematic nature of thisframework, the evidenceand along
history indicate that deterrence will become the domi-
nant strategy following the proliferation of nuclear weap-
onsin regiona contexts. It is unrealistic to expect that
other approaches, such as cooperative arms control re-
gimes or regional security frameworks, can be effective
in areas such as the Middle East or South Asia, at least
in the short term. Under these circumstances, it isim-
portant for policymakers to identify the likely proper-
ties and limitations of a regional deterrence system, in
order to devise policies that can avert instability and
catastrophe for all.

Building on this premise, this article examines the
emerging deterrence system in the Middle East by dis-
aggregating deterrence into four basic components. Us-
ing this framework, it analyzes the Israeli nuclear
deterrence policy, and systematically reassesses the in-
teraction between Irag and Israel prior to and during the
1991 Gulf War.

As will be demonstrated, despite the particular and
perhaps unique context, including Iragi efforts during the
war to trigger Israeli military involvement in order to
achieve the palitical objective of disrupting the US-led
coalition, deterrence strategy provided the framework for
Israeli decisionmaking. Moreover, there is strong evi-
dence that deterrence was also akey factor in the Iraqi
calculus. From the Isragli perspective, the strategy of

deliberate ambiguity, based on a threat spectrum rang-
ing from conventional to nuclear, was seen as success-
ful, but in need of reinforcement.

Theevidencefrom this case al so indicatesthat despite
initial fears, decisionmaking on all sides was rational,
and catastrophic outcomes were avoided. However, the
absence of communication channels and the presence of
high levels of misunderstanding and misperception
made the deterrence rel ationship tenuous and uncertain,
and in another confrontation or crisis, a successful out-
comeisfar from assured. Uncertainty remains the domi-
nant factor in the context of regional confrontation and
deterrence scenarios.

THE PARAMETERSOF DETERRENCE

Intheway it has been elaborated by scholarsand prac-
titioners, deterrence theory may be as close as social
science comes to a natural law or description of behav-
ior, with central and clearly definable elements that do
not vary over time or with respect to participants. Based
on the vast literature on deterrence theory, four funda-
mental and universal factors can be used to examine and
compare specific cases:

1. The cost or damage that would be incurred in the

event of war;

2. The credibility of the threat to use particular weap-

ons,

3. The nature of the decisionmaking process and the

rationality of the decisionmakers; and

4. The amount and clarity of communication between

the actors, and potential for distortion and misunder-

standings.
Thisframework also providesfor an analysis of therole
of dilemmas and contradictions that are inherent in de-
terrence theory.

Whilethesefactorsare no lessimportant to stable stra-
tegic deterrence than they were during the Cold War,
particul ar characteristics of regional ethno-national con-
texts and conflicts sharpen the dilemmas. In regions
plagued by chronic instability, internal strife, fanatic
commitments to ideology, and mass terror, questions
regarding leaders' rationality and their ability to avoid
escalatory spirals are often raised.

In addition, when designing regiona nuclear deter-
rence systems, itisdifficult to develop reliable command

and control systems as well as survivable second-strike
capabilities. These problems lead to the possibility of
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destabilizing “launch on warning” strategies. Thissitua-
tion, inturn, createsamutual fear of first strike and exac-
erbates the security dilemma and the potential for
accidental, inadvertent, or catalytic war.

The“Cost” or Pain Inflicted by Nuclear Retaliation

The basic premise of deterrenceisthat an enemy can
be dissuaded from going to war if it can be convinced
that the cost would be too great. The cost can take two
forms: defeat on the battlefield (deterrence by denial),
and theinfliction of painto civilian targets, which would
make any battlefield successesirrelevant (deterrence by
punishment).

Inthe case of nuclear weapons, particularly inregional
contexts where survivable second-strike capabilities are
absent, deterrence by punishment isdominant. Thethreat
of punishment and infliction of pain has reached an un-
precedented level in the nuclear era. Despite the use of
the label “weapons of mass destruction” in referring to
chemical and biological weapons (CBW), and the hor-
ror that CBW can inflict, nuclear weapons, and thermo-
nuclear weapons in particular, threaten a much higher
magnitude of destruction, and can be considered “pure
deterrence weapons.”

Thus, the introduction of nuclear deterrence into a
regional conflict changes the stakes significantly, creat-
ing an equality of destructive power that compensates
for mgjor asymmetries. Thisis certainly true for small
states, such asIsradl, but it is also true for Pakistan and
India. (Indeed, one of the major criticisms of India's
decision to become a declared nuclear weapon state is
that it triggered the Pakistani response in kind, thereby
strengthening Pakistan’s deterrence against an Indian
conventional attack.® Despite its much smaller area,
population, and resource level, Pakistan has gained stra-
tegic parity with India. The Pakistani moves in Kargil
in 1999 can be explained as an early effort to take ad-
vantage of this strategic parity.)

In addition, stable mutual deterrence, based on an
understanding that the costs of war aretoo great, assumes
that the participants are satisfied actors, or at least pre-
fer the status quo to the costs of warfare. However, Henry
Kissinger noted that revisionist states (France under
Napoleon, Germany under Hitler, etc.) are difficult to
deter,® and see war or the threat of war as a means of
altering the situation and improving their collective or
individual positions and interests. Many leaders in the
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United States viewed the Soviet Union as a revisionist
power, and thus argued that the effectiveness of deter-
rence was limited, at best.”

The revisionist and revolutionary goals of some po-
litical leaders are incompatible with the establishment
of stable deterrence, and the concepts of deterrence, “ sta-
bility,” and “unacceptable damage” are abstractions
with little application in these regions.2 Many statesin
the Middle East are not status-quo powers, and deep
ideological hostility to Israel and the West, aswell asa
weak sense of nationhood, encourages risk-taking. In
1973, Israd failed to deter EQypt because Egyptian Presi-
dent Sadat viewed the status quo, and the continued |s-
raeli occupation of the Sinai, asmore costly than therisks
of war.® In the face of revisionist objectives, and awill-
ingnessto accept significant civilian casualties and eco-
nomic destruction in order to achieve these objectives,
effective deterrence is difficult.

At the same time, the massive destructive power of
nuclear weapons and the possibility of assured destruc-
tion resulting from a nuclear war increase the costs to
such a degree that even revisionist powers can be de-
terred. Indeed, thisis one explanation for the absence of
nuclear warfare between the United States and Soviet
Union in the 40 years of the Cold War. From this per-
spective, in the nuclear age, the distinction between sta-
tus quo and revisionist powers has become ambiguous,
at least with respect to deterrence. When the possible
cost of reforming the region or the international system
is assured destruction, even the most eager revisionists,
including Saddam Husayn and Iran’s more radical lead-
ers, appear to be “deterrable.”

The Credibility of the Threat

Deterrence that rests on the threat of massive retalia-
tionisnot always credible, particularly when both sides
are capable of launching a devastating attack, and the
credibility of extended deterrence is more problematic
than the case of direct deterrence of an existential threat.
For example, throughout the Cold War, the United States
sought to deter a Soviet attack on Western Europe by
threatening to retaliate against Soviet cities (extended
nuclear deterrence). The credibility of this threat was
always in question, as it raised the possibility of a So-
viet nuclear counterattack against American cities. Pre-
cisely as a consequence of the high costs involved, in
most circumstances, nuclear weapons can be said to be
“self-deterring.”

45



GERALD M. STEINBERG

Credibility can beincreased by changing the nature of
the weapons and their deployment, or through declara-
tory policy designed to convey a higher probability of
response. In circumstances where technological or geo-
graphic factors create a perceived imbalance in power
relationships, leaders often attempt to increasetheir com-
parativethreat levelsin compensation. In the mid-1950s,
the United States sought to raise the credibility of its
deterrence effort in Europe and other regions by intro-
ducing tactical nuclear weapons and a declaratory first-
use policy.

Beyond using deployments and military exercisesto
extend credibility (“the art of commitment,” in
Schelling’s terms!?), other technigues include verbal
threats (acommon featurein regiona conflict situations),
and lower scale military action to demonstrate credibil-
ity. However, since all the partiesin a confrontation are
likely to follow the same approach, the result is a spiral
of escalation, and a phenomenon known as “the com-
mitment trap.”** Analyses of behavior during the 1962
Cuban missile crisisand other specific cases have shown
that assertive and escalatory policies designed to dem-
onstrate commitment and improve credibility also in-
creasethelikelihood of aresponsein kind, which, inturn,
triggersfurther escalation to demonstrate continued cred-
ibility.X2 Thus, successful deterrence requires a careful
balance between escalation, to increase the costs to the
other side, and caution, to avoid an uncontrolled deter-
rence spiral. The difficulty in balancing these two con-
tradictory factors provides one of the central dilemmas
of deterrence theory.

In the Middle East, the difficulties posed by this di-
lemmawereillustrated in 1967, when the leaders of the
states engaged in brinkmanship and competitive risk-
taking that led to awar that none had sought. These dan-
gers have also been illustrated more recently in the
interaction between Israel and the various forces active
in Southern Lebanon. In June 1999, after a series of at-
tacks by Hizbollah guerrillas, and before the withdrawal
that took place one year later, Israeli decisionmakers
escalated by bombing infrastructure targets in Beirut.
This response was designed to transfer the costs of
Hizbollah attacks to the governments of Lebanon and
Syria, thereby deterring them from providing support and
protection to the guerrillaforces, aswell asto reinforce
the credibility of Isragli’ s deterrence with respect to other
threats in the region. The Israeli retaliatory attacks led
to a few months of reduced activity, but Hizbollah at-
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tacks gradually resumed, and then, the I sraglis acted with
restraint in order to avoid a direct confrontation with
Syria. However, in December 1999, and again in May
2000, after increasing attacks, the Israeli government
ordered further responses against infrastructure targets
in Beirut.® This series of events illustrates the tension
between escal ation to demonstrate and enhance credibil-
ity, on the one hand, and caution designed to prevent loss
of control and unwanted clashes, on the other. In strate-
gic confrontations, these elements and tensions are em-
phasized, aswill be highlighted in the discussion of the
Iraqi-Israeli relationship below.

Another mgjor dilemma related to the credibility of
deterrence results from the inherent contradiction be-
tween defense and deterrence. During the Cold War,
American advocates of pure deterrence by punishment,
in the form of mutual assured destruction, argued that if
defense, both active and passive, were seen as areadlis-
tic option, it would weaken the credibility of threats
based on massive retaliation, and encourage
decisionmakersto take risks that could lead to anuclear
exchange. During the 1960s and 1970s, when the United
States emphasized a strategy of mutual assured destruc-
tion to deter a Soviet nuclear strike, resources devoted
to civil defense and active missile defense were mini-
mal. (In contrast, the Soviet Union continued to invest
heavily in defensive systems and strategies.) Opponents,
such as Herman Kahn, attacked this strategy as both stra-
tegically and morally shortsighted.’* They argued that
the credibility of apolicy limited to massive retaliation
was applicable only to the least probable scenarios, and
that availability of defensive capabilities increased the
credibility of intermediate responses. A similar debate
emerged in the 1980s between advocates and opponents
of the Strategic Defense Initiative. As will be seen be-
low, the question of the impact of defensive measures,
both passive and active, on the credibility of the Isragli
policy of deterrence by punishment played an important
rolein Isradli decisionmaking before and during the 1991
Gulf War, andisemerging in other regional frameworks.

The Nature of the Decisionmaking Process and the
Rationality of the Decisionmakers

Successful deterrence and the ability to avoid the in-
herent dangers of deterrence-based strategies depend on
the rationality of the leaders and the nature of the
decisionmaking process. In this context, rationality is
defined as the ability to weigh options on the basis of
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potential costs and benefits, as well as consideration of
the likely reaction to each move.*® In analyses of the
history of nuclear deterrence between the United States
and Soviet Union, particularly during the Cuban mis-
silecrisis, therationality of theleadersis deemed to have
played an important role.

Critics of deterrence theory, however, argue that ra-
tionality isinherently ambiguous and that history records
anumber of leaders who were excessively “risk prone’
and failed to act “rationally.” Hitler is often cited as an
example of aleader who waswilling to order the deaths
of millions, without any moral limitations, and chose
suicide for himself, his regime, and German society.*

Many questions have been raised regarding the
decisionmaking processes of, and the application of ratio-
nal choiceto, Third World leaders. Decisionmaking struc-
turesin the Third World tend to be more haphazard than
in the West, with less access to information, small or no
professional staffs, and greater cultural insularity—which
prevents an understanding of the likely responses of ad-
versarieswith very different cultural norms.*® Egyptian
President Nasser’sactionsin theweeks prior to June 1967,
including the expulsion of the UN forcesin Sinai and the
mobilization of troops along the I sraeli border, are often
seen as having been taken without assessment of therisks,
or preparation to respond to the likely consequences.®®
Scott Sagan arguesthat in the Third World, the dominant
role of the military is problematic because the behaviors
of military organizations* display strong proclivities... that
lead to deterrence failures.”® Based on his analysis of
the recent interaction between Indiaand Pakistan, Mario
Carranza concludes that, “Once a crisis begins, the line
between ‘rational’ and ‘irrationd’ behavior getsblurred.”2

In addition, deterrence theory assumesthat |eaders cal-
culate costs and benefitsin terms of broad national inter-
ests. In contrast, in many states, particularly inthe Middle
East, the central values of leaders are often restricted to a
small sub-group: aparticular nationality or tribe, therul-
ing elite, or immediate family. Calculated risks are taken,
but the value system by which they arejudged is specific
to theindividualsand society involved.

However, a number of analysts have argued that the
threat of massive destruction forces leaders to adopt a
more cautious approach to decisionmaking. Under the
threat of mutual assured destruction, the United States
and Soviet Union avoided direct military clashesfor over
40 years, despite the conflicts over Berlin, the Korean and
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Vietnam Wars, and the 1962 Cuban missile crisis. Ana
lysts such as Waltz and Feldman claim that with the ac-
quisition of WMD, Third World leaders, including
those in the Middle East, will undergo a process of “so-
cialization” to theredlities of mutual deterrence, and will
act rationally.??

Critics of thisview argue that it is the result of wish-
ful thinking.2 A leader like Hitler who would be will-
ing to risk nuclear retaliation in order to achieve hisgoals
would not be affected by deterrence strategies. Similarly,
the deep hostilities and hatreds that are characteristic of
ethno-national conflicts can overwhelm concepts, such
as military utility and cost-benefit analysis, associated
with rational decisionmaking.

Given the importance of rationality in deterrence
theory, various psychological models and theories have
played an important role in this debate. Many analysts
argue that the definition of rationality (“high-quality
decisonmaking”) is highly ambiguous, as are the mod-
elsand theories based onrationa decisionmaking.?* Oth-
ersclaimthat “real decision-makers can achieve only the
faintest approximation of the theory’s requirements.” %
AsLebow and Stein note, even nominally rational lead-
erscan act irrationally or miscalculate the costs and im-
plications of aspecific policy, particularly intimesof great
stress. Under conditions of tension, fatigue, and other
factors, distortionsin rational decisionmaking processes
increase.?® Questions regarding the rationality of
decisionmaking in the 1991 Gulf War played an impor-
tant role, aswill beillustrated in the case study that fol-
lows.

Communication, (Mis)per ception, and
(Mis)calculation

Thefourth central dimension of deterrence focuseson
the process of communication. To be successful, a de-
terring power must communicate its “red lines,” to al-
low adversariesto recognizethereactionslikely to follow
any challenge. The success of attemptsto balance asser-
tive and cautious policies during a crisis depends on the
ability to convey information clearly.

However, misperceptions and misunderstandings are
not uncommon in international crises and war.?” In the
Third World, and the Middle East in particular, the con-
ditions for misunderstanding and other forms of mis-
communication are greatly enhanced, and the ethnic,
national, religious, and linguistic divisions often lead to
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significant misperceptions. In many Arab and Islamic
states, domestic politics are characterized by a high de-
greeof rhetorical exaggeration, and the distinction between
internally directed rhetoric and externally directed policy
isoften confused. Itisparticularly difficult to distinguish
between challengesto outside powers, and messages de-
signed to influence domestic political audiences.?® Some
analysts claim that in 1967, Nasser did not understand
that the rhetoric of war and the mobilization of troops
along lsradl’ sborders constituted an intolerable threat, and
would force Isragl to act preventatively.*® Such misun-
derstandings and misperceptionsin the context of anuclear
crisiswould be disastrous.®

In addition, inherent tensions complicate the choice
between explicit threats and implicit warnings. While
direct statements of policy generally provide greater clar-
ity and thus reduce the prospects of misunderstanding,
these are often perceived as threats, and contribute to
escalation. More subtle and indirect communications
may reduce the pressure for aresponse in kind, but are
subject to misperception or may be missed entirely.
These factors also played arole in the Iragi-1sragli de-
terrence relationship prior to and during the Gulf War.

ISRAELI NUCLEAR DETERRENCE POLICY

Deterrence has been a central part of strategy in the
Middle East, and in Isragli policy, for the past 50 years.
As a status quo power threatened by states with much
larger areas and populations, sustained conventional
conflict strained Israeli resources. In the 1948 Arab in-
vasion following the rejection of the UN partition plan,
one percent of the Israeli population waskilled. Thisled
to Israel’ s adoption of astrategy based on deterrence by
punishment rather than by denial in response to Arab
raids and incursions from Gaza and the West Bank.*
As Arab leaders rejected the status quo and spoke of
preparations for “the next round,” in which their demo-
graphic and geographic superiority would be brought to
bear, Prime Minister Ben Gurion began the development
of the nuclear deterrent option.

The nuclear policy that was devel oped in the 1950s as
the basis for deterring existential attacks, including the
policy of deliberate ambiguity, has not changed significantly
since then.®® It is predicated on the perception that this
deterrent is necessary to compensate for the small size of
the Jewish state, thelack of strategic depth, the structural
imbalancesin the region, and vulnerability to conventional
and non-conventional attack. (Claimsthat Israel has de-
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vel oped tactical nuclear weapons and a strategy for em-
ploying themin limited conflicts are not supported by the
available evidence. Tactical nuclear weapons and opera-
tiona plansfor employing them would requirevery vis-
ible exercises and special acquisitionsfor ground forces.)

Despite the peace process and changes in some gov-
ernments’ attitudes towards Israel, these existential
threats continue, and the emphasis on strategic deterrence
has increased. Iraq possesses both the capabilities and
the perceived will to attack Israel with WMD and mis-
siles, and Iran is moving to acquire these capabilities.
In addition, many radical Arab groups till call for the
destruction of the Jewish state. Arab leaders and intel-
lectualsin Egypt and Syria portray acceptance of |srael
as atemporary and reluctant recognition of strategic re-
aity, while rgjecting the legitimacy of the Jewish State.
They continue to refer to Israel as an “infringement of
Arab territory and rights,” thus suggesting that in the
absence of Israeli military capabilities, these “rights’
could bereclaimed.® In this context, Israeli leaders aso
see the implicit nuclear threat as the basis for Arab ac-
ceptance of the need for a negotiated resolution to the
conflict.®

Thispolicy iswidely supported by Israeli public opin-
ion. Following the 1991 Gulf War, in which Israel was
threatened with chemical and biological attacks from
Iragi Scud missiles, polls showed that 88 percent of the
population supported the current policy.% Public oppo-
sition to this policy was very limited, with few demon-
strations. Indeed, some leaders of the Left, such as'Y oss
Sarid (Meretz Party) and Efraim Sneh (Labor Party), are
strong supporters of this policy. For this group, the de-
terrent isseen asproviding | sragl with an alternativeform
of security, allowing withdrawal from areas captured in
1967 whilelimiting therisks of another full-scal e attack.
Thus, nuclear deterrence is firmly grounded in policy
and public support, and no better option has been found.

In response to the Egyptian campaign to press Israel
to sign the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and
to give up this deterrent, Israeli leaders note: “The main
reason [that Israel will not signthe NPT] isthat Israel is
the only country in the world threatened by other coun-
trieswith destruction. ... Their fear, or their suspicion, is
our deterrent.”®” Ehud Barak, who served as the Isragli
Defense Forces (IDF) chief of staff, and became prime
minister in 1999, declared, “Israel’s nuclear policy, as
itisperceived inthe eyes of the Arabs, has not changed,
will not change and cannot change, becauseit isafunda-
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mental stand on amatter of survival whichimpactsall the
generationsto come.” %

These explicit explanations of Isragli policy (and there
have been an increasing number of such statements)
marked a major departure from the previous policy of
silence. They aso indicate that, until the conditions are
created for an effective WMD-free zone, Israel intends
to maintain anuclear deterrent, despite the risksand diffi-
culties inherent in the development of a reliable deter-
rent system in the Middle East. These risks and
complexities were illustrated during the confrontation
with Irag prior to and during the 1991 Gulf War, and
the lessons from this crisis will be central to the devel-
opment of stable deterrence in the region.

CASE STUDY: DETERRENCEINTHE
GULFWAR

Theinteraction between Isragl and Irag reacheditscli-
max in the 1991 Gulf War, and provides avery complex
and informative basisfor exploring this specific deterrence
relationship systematically. Although therole of deterrence
inthisconflict has been examined repeatedly over the past
decade, many of these analyses focused on different is-
sues, such as American deterrencevis-a-vislrag, or were
based on incomplete, and in some cases, inaccurate in-
formation.*

Analysis of this case is complicated by the particular
circumstances of the war, and by the Iragi strategy of
attempting to bring Israel into the conflict in order to
disrupt the political cohesion of the US-led codlition. It
seemsthat Iraq fired Scud missilesat Israel precisely as
aresult of the credibility of Isragl’ sdeterrent threats. As
some Isragli decisionmakers recognized at the time, in
this situation, a military retaliation after the Scud mis-
sile attacks would have provided Saddam with the re-
sponse that he sought. However, as demonstrated in the
discussion that follows, much of the deterrence interac-
tion, in terms of threats and deployments, took place
before the invasion of Kuwait and the subsequent for-
mation of the coalition, when the issuesrelated to coali-
tion coherence, and the Iragi effort to prod Israel into
attacking, were not relevant.

Furthermore, during thewar itself, the specific circum-
stances did not negate the central role of deterrence, and
do not invalidate the use of this case. Every war and cri-
sishasunique characterigtics, and if deterrence theory were
unabl e to addressinteractions such asthisone, its useful -
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ness would be very limited. Aswill be demonstrated in
thefollowing anaysis, thereciprocal decisionmaking pro-
cesses and competitive risk-taking between I sragl and Iraq
included al of the elementsof interactive deterrence mod-
elsand brinkmanship.

The Uniqueness of the I srael-Iraq Deterrence
Relationship

Asnoted, in responding to the military threat from the
Arab states, | sragli leaders have relied heavily on deter-
rence by punishment, mixed with preemptive and de-
fensive strategies. Israeli policymakers have attempted
to demonstrate both possession of the necessary capa-
bility and the credibility of the retaliatory threats neces-
sary to make attacks on its territory too costly to
contempl ate.

There are, however, a number of factors that distin-
guish the Israel-Iraq relationship. Although Iragi forces
have participated in most of the major Arab-Israeli wars
(including 1948, 1967, and 1973), Iraq shares no border
with Israel. Iragi forces joined Jordanian and Syrian
forcesin past wars, but by itself, Irag did not pose a di-
rect threat to Israel until the 1980s.

As aresult, the history of the Iragi-lsraeli deterrence
relationship isvery limited. There have been decades of
interactions between Israel and Syria, as well as Israel
and Egypt, and in these two interactions the nature of
the deterrencerelationship, red-lines, etc. have been ana-
lyzed in great detail © In these cases, the sources of un-
certainties, misunderstandings, and miscal cul ations that
can lead to accidental war and uncontrolled escalation
have been somewhat ameliorated. In contrast, the direct
deterrence relationship with Iraq was new and there was
little experienceto guide these confrontations and prevent
them from growing out of control.

When the history of interaction is limited, and there
isno track record by which to predict or understand be-
havior, the uncertainty and possibilities for misunder-
standing or miscalculation increase. 1srael had little direct
knowledge of Saddam Husayn by which to assess his
behavior and cost/benefit calculations, or to interpret his
signals. Similarly, the Iragi leadership had little direct
knowledge of Isradli leadersand their environment. Thus,
the strong tendency towards misperception and miscal-
culation that isalready present in deterrence rel ationships
ingenera, andin all aspects of the Arab-Isragli conflictin
particular, was exacerbated in this confrontation.
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The Question of Saddam’s Rationality

Rationality in decisionmaking and the weighing of
risks and benefits are important requirements for suc-
cessful deterrence. During the interaction between Iraq
and Israel, beginning in thelate 1980s (following theend
of the Iran-Iraq War), there were considerable indica-
tions that Saddam was willing to risk everything, even
his regime and hislife. In hisinvasion of Iran a decade
earlier, and in the production and widespread use of
chemical weapons, Saddam had already shown a high
proclivity for risk taking, and for challenging the status
quo.

Following the Iragi invasion of Kuwait in August
1990, and the developing confrontation between the
United States and Iragq, Saddam seemed to be increas-
ingly “risk prone.” During this period, hisbehavior could
not be described as prudent or cautious, asexpectedin a
stable deterrence relationship; instead it was extremely
assertive. Hispublic speechesaswell asinterviewswith
journalists and discussionswith diplomatsall reinforced
this assessment.*

This inflammatory rhetoric and matching military
activity increased Israeli concerns regarding his inten-
tionsand hiswillingnessto take enormousrisks. Saddam
announced the development of binary chemical agents,
and threatened to use them to “make thefire eat up half
of Isragl” in responseto an Israeli attack.> He called on
the Iragi people and his supportersin the Arab world to
sacrifice themselvesin a“glorious Jihad”“ and referred
frequently to the glory of martyrdom.* While linked to
the language of deterrence, there was no basis for con-
cluding that the Iragi leader had suddenly adopted a sta-
tus quo policy.

Irag’'s challenge to Israel and the West resonated
throughout the Arab world, and asin the case of Nasser
in the 1960s, this enthusiasm encouraged more of the
same. On April 17, 1990, Saddam threatened to strike
“with all our missiles, bombs, and all our resources.”*®
As aresult, Isragli analysts had reason to think that the
distinction between boastful rhetoric and the limitations
of reality had become blurred, and that Saddam believed
his own propaganda. The Iraqi |eadership was perceived
as having a very deep and, from an Israeli perspective,
irrational hatred that displaced cal culations based on mili-
tary utility, leaving the possibility of achemical or biologi-
cal attack asareal concern. Pressreportscited “aveteran
researcher for the Iragi desk in the IDF's Intelligence

50

Branch” who warned that “ Saddam has atendency to run
risks; he takes surprising stepswithout considering all the
inherent dangers. An example for thisisthe war against
Iran. For that reason, his moves must be watched with
care”* |sraeli Prime Minister Yitzchak Shamir referred
to Saddam asa“madman,”*” and Israeli Defense Forces
Chief of Staff, General Dan Shomron, warned of the dan-
gersto Israel should “this strange ... Iragi leader” take
“anirrational step” or even “thinksintermsof suicide.”
Similarly, the head of the Foreign Affairs and Defense
Committeein the Knesset (Parliament) stated “ Saddam'’s
repeated stentorian threats of non-conventional military
action against | srael are adeparture from the norm, even
inthe Arab world.”#

Lacking confidence in the reliability of deterrencein
the case of Iraq, Israel pursued a strategy of prevention
and preemption during the 1980s. In 1981, the Israeli
government, led at thetime by Prime Minister Menachem
Begin, had sent the air force to destroy Iraq's Osiraq
nuclear development complex, declaring that if Saddam
Husayn acquired nuclear weapons, he “would not have
hesitated to drop them on Isragli cities and population
centers.” The Begin Doctrine rejected a strategy based
on deterrence, and declared that, “Under no circum-
stances would we allow the enemy to develop weapons
of mass destruction against our nation.”%* A “balance
of terror” was seen as ineffective and unstable.®

In the period between the late 1980s and the 1991 war,
as lsradli decisionmakers sought a response to the re-
newed Iragi threat, the costs and difficulties of preemp-
tion became increasingly evident. In contrast to 1981,
Iragi WMD facilities and storage areas were dispersed,
well defended, and fortified. An effective attack would
require asustained bombing operation hundreds of miles
from Isradli territory, carried out through Jordan, Saudi
Arabia, and Syria. Such an operation would also be very
costly. This left deterrence as the default strategy for
Israel.

However, deterrence was also understood to be very
problematic. Given the brutality of the Iragi regime, it
was clear that theinterest of the Iragi people was not the
major factor in Saddam’s calculus. Hewaswilling to risk
the bombing of his cities and destruction of the national
economy to achieve hisobjectives. During the 1991 Gulf
War, the bombing of cities and military targets, the
destruction of major installations, and the risk of large
casualties, al did not seemto affect hispolicies. The death
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of large numbers of Kurdish and Shia citizens was also
not amajor factor in his decisionmaking.

In some scenarios, the primary danger would occur if
Baghdad was threatened by American troops, or if
Saddam himself was threatened with disgrace, arrest and
trial for war crimes, or death. Thiswas the most danger-
ous period in the scenario, because at this stage, the Iraqi
leader might use CBW or any other weapons in his ar-
senal to preserve his regime. If Isragli leaders thought
this likely, and decided that Saddam could not be de-
terred and that an unacceptable Iragi attack was highly
likely or inevitable, they might well have chosen to ex-
ecute alarge-scale preemptive attack.>* Asnoted above,
anumber of Isragli officials expressed the concern that
Saddam’ s actions and threats did not suggest the pres-
ence of a careful decisionmaker weighing the costs and
benefits of his actions, or their likely conseguences.

In contrast, the Iragi leader’ sbehavior in the last phase
of the war and its aftermath provided evidence he was
not, infact, irrational and suicida.* Although he adopted
ahigh-risk strategy, he was able to take prudent stepsin
order to save his regime and himself. He did not use
CBW, and he did not mistreat prisoners, which could
haveled to hisindictment and trial for war crimes.

Indeed, the major turning point in Saddam’ s policies
took place when the survival of the ruling elite and his
regime were threatened.® In mid-February, aUS bomb
exploded inside a bunker in Baghdad that held families
of key personnel intheregime. A few dayslater (Febru-
ary 15), Saddam provided the first indication that he
might bewilling to pull out of Kuwait. For thefirst time,
the risks and the costs of war became large enough to
cause a change in policy. Two weeks later, the Ameri-
can terms for a cease-fire were accepted uncondition-
ally, thereby enabling Saddam to preserve hisregimeand
begin to restore hislost assets.

Confusion and Inconsistency in Iraqgi Policies

As noted above, the absence of atrack record in the
Israeli-lragi deterrence relationship was a major source
of confusion and misperception. Saddam Husayn’'s in-
consistent and confusing signals and threats only com-
pounded the problem. Many of his announcements and
policy statementswere contradictory.

In some cases, Iragi ookesmen and policymakers sought
to use the language of deterrence with respect to Israel.
For example, in some declarations, the use of WMD was
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linked to retdiation in responseto possible I sragli nuclear
attacks. Iragi analysts spoke of “rational calculations,”
second-strike weapons, and deterrence based on aform
of mutual assured destruction. “We have given instruc-
tions to the commanders of the air bases and the missile
formationsthat oncethey hear Israel has hit any placein
Iraq with the atomic bomb, they will load the chemical
weapon with as much aswill reach Israel and direct it at
itsterritory.”%® On April 2, 1990, after declaring that Iraq
had devel oped chemical weapons, Saddam Husayn also
proclaimed, “ Everyone must know hislimits. Thanksbe
to God, we know our limits and we will not attack any-
one.”%

A few days later, in a meeting with a delegation of
US Senators, Husayn reiterated this emphasis on deter-
rence. After repeating thethreat that “If Israel strikesand
uses atomic weapons, then we will use the binary chemi-
cals...,” the Iraqgi leader sought to provide reassurance
that these weapons were designed for deterrence.

| aso know the difference between possess-

ing weapons and using them. ... Don’'t | know

the meaning of wars and their atrocities! Are

we seeking wars and tragedies? We want

peace. ... A just peaceis possible when, if Is-

rael possesses one missile, the Arabs possess

one missile, so neither can useit.®
(In retrospect, the long meeting with this del egation from
the United States, and the highly unusual decision to
broadcast an Arabic transcript on Baghdad Radio the
next day, seem to have been designed as part of Saddam
Husayn's efforts to reinforce the credibility of the de-
terrence posture he declared in his April 2 speech.)

At times, Saddam and other officialsalso invoked the
language of extended deterrence, going beyond Iragi
interests and covering the broader Arab world. For ex-
ample, in his April 2, 1990 speech in which herevealed
the devel opment of abinary chemical weapons capabil-
ity, Saddam Husayn warned: “If an aggression is com-
mitted against an Arab and that Arab seeks our assistance
from afar, we will not fail to come to his assistance.”*
This theme was also repeated in the transcript of the
meeting with the US Senators broadcast on Baghdad
Radio, and in a speech the next day.%

However, these effortsto explain Iragi actionsand poli-
cies in terms of deterrence were inconsistent with the
clearly revisionist objectives that Saddam continued to
pursue. Theearlier invasion of Iran, thegrowinginvolve-
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ment in Jordan, and then, a few months later, the inva-
sion of Kuwait all demonstrated atotal rejection of the
status quo, while, as noted above, strict deterrence poli-
cies are largely associated with status-quo policies and
regimes.

Many bellicose officia Iragi statements, particularly
with respect to Israel, as well as Iragi actions were also
inconsistent with limited deterrence objectives. In the
same speeches that included references to deterrence,
Iraqgi officials aso declared that these weapons would
be used to punish Israel and the West. Saddam boasted
frequently of helping the Arabs“to liberate themselves. ..
and to liberate certain dark corners in the world from
the extortion of the Zionist lobby.”%! The official Iragi
press repeatedly warned that |srael faced “total annihi-
lation.”%2 In January 1991, just prior to expiration of the
American deadline for withdrawing from Kuwait, dur-
ing ablustering and agitated speech commemorating the
founding of the Iragi army, Saddam declared that Iraq
was prepared for the “glorious jihad,” whose “primary
objective ... is the liberation of the dear land of Pales-
ting” and the destruction of “the Zionist entity.”% Shrill
Iragi newspaper articles and radio broadcasts repeatedly
boasted that “Iraq would rip the enemies bodies
apart...."%

These words were backed by actions that were also
inconsistent with a deterrence strategy, and Iragi mili-
tary activities seemed to indicate preparations for afirst
strike. The Iragi Air Force conducted reconnaissance
overflights along the Jordan River, and conducted a se-
ries of missile exercises and tests. Iragi ground forces
were also involved in joint exercises with the Jordanian
forces, and the new highway between Baghdad and
Amman (on which Scud missiles, components, and fuel
were transported during the war) was designed to carry
hundreds of armored vehiclesin avery short timeto the
Israeli front. Official Iragi press reports echoed official
statements boasting of a*“huge and destructive” war ar-
senal and hidden weapons.® This combination of words
and deeds increased Isragli concerns about a potential
Iraqi first strike.

Together, this evidence suggests that Saddam Husayn
did not formul ate a coherent approach to deterrence, and
that the use of these terms was an affectation, and not a
basis for policy. By invading Iran and, a decade later,
Kuwait, Saddam consistently demonstrated goals aimed
at atering the status quo, and deterrence was not a ma-
jor component of these policies.
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Thelragi responsesto |sragli policieswere alsoincon-
sistent. Some Iragi spokesmen credited | srael with an ef-
fectivedeterrent, sating that | sragli nuclear weapons“killed
the spirit of rejection [of Israel’s existence] and revolt,
and murdered [Arab] thinking.” Thislsradli capability pre-
vented the Arabs “from bold action.”% But other Irag
military analystsargued that duetoitssmall size, Isradl is
unableto adopt a second-strike strategy, and claimed that
Iraq possessed an advantage that could be exploited in an
atack against Isradl.

These policy pronouncements reinforce the impres-
sion that the concepts of deterrence, and the specific Is-
raeli threats of massiveretdiation, werenot primary factors
inthe lragi leader’ s strategic calculus.®” This assessment,
inturn, increased the | sragli emphasis on preemption and
war-fighting, at least before Saddam’s more cautious be-
havior became evident towards the end of the Gulf War.
Thus, instead of deterrence designed to maintain the sta-
tusquo, Isradli leaders had abasisfor concluding that the
Iragi CBW and nuclear weapons effortswereleadingto a
military challenge.

Confusion and Inconsistency in | sraeli Policies

Towards the end of the 1980s, as the Irag-lran War
finally ended and threats towards Israel increased, |s-
ragli officials began to focus on responses to the Iragi
WMD threats. As the preemption option embodied in
the Begin Doctrine looked increasingly doubtful, empha-
sis on deterrence by punishment grew. In March 1988,
IDF Chief of Staff Dan Shomron noted that, “ Of course,
in 1973, during the Yom Kippur war, the Arab coun-
tries possessed gas.... But they never used it, and there
isareason for this. Thistype of weapon invites[a] very
harsh reaction.”® |n an interview with the Isragli daily
Ha'aretz on June 22, 1988, Defense Minister Rabin
threatened that if Irag used chemical weapons, Israel
would retaliate “tenfold.” Rabin aso warned:

One of our fearsisthat the Arab world and its
leaders might be deluded to believe that the
lack of international reaction to the use of mis-
silesand gases givesthem somekind of legiti-
mization to use them. They know they should
not be deluded to believe that, because it isa
whole different ball game when it comesto us.
If they are, God forbid, they should know we
will hit them back 100 times harder.®®

The Israeli government sought to leave the nature of
this response deliberately ambiguous, and, in general,
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no weapons, either conventional or unconventiona , were
specified or ruled out. Officialswanted to preserve flex-
ibility and maximum deterrent impact by leaving the
nature of the Israeli response to the Iragi imagination,
while at the same time providing an incentive for Iragi
restraint. In formal policy statements, government and
army spokesmen declared that in the event of an Iraqi
attack, the response would not be automatic, but would
depend on the specific circumstances.” However, Sci-
ence Minister Yuval Neeman warned that if Iraq used
chemical weapons, Israel could respond “with the same
merchandise.” ™ Such an explicit statement was excep-
tional (perhapsan unintended dip), but it received agreat
deal of attention, both in Israel and outside. The overall
result of these different and inconsistent statements was
one of confusion in Israel, Washington, and probably in
Baghdad aswell.

After the Iragi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990,
the Israeli emphasis on deterrence declined, as defen-
sive measureswereincreased. In October 1990, the gov-
ernment decided to distribute gas masks to al Israeli
citizens. When the first Iragi Scuds fell on Tel Aviv,
additional defense measures were taken, including the
deployment of a number of American Patriot anti-mis-
sile batteries, theimpact of which was more psychol ogi-
cal and political than military-strategic.”

This distribution of gas masks was initiated by For-
eign Minister David Levy, whose military and strategic
experience was very limited, in response to increasing
public concern and demands for protection.” However,
other officials were less than enthusiastic about this de-
cision, and recognized theinherent tension and even con-
tradiction between deterrence and defense. If Israel
demonstrated that absorption of a first strike was no
longer “an unthinkable option,” the credibility of itspre-
emptive and retaliatory threats would be weakened. In-
deed, for thisreason, Defense Minister Arens and Chief
of Staff Shomron opposed the distribution of gas masks
(which, in any case, were of questionable effectiveness,
and caused panic).™ In other words, when | sragl decided
to devote greater resources to defense, this served as a
signal that under some conditions, the decisionmakers
might bewilling to absorb achemical first-strike. In pre-
paring to absorb a chemical attack, |srael was also sig-
naling a lower probability of preemption or massive
retaliation.™

Throughout this period, the tension between defense
and deterrence through massive retaliation continued.
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Military and Ministry of Defense officials never became
reconciled to the decision to take passive defense mea-
sures, and they continued to emphasize deterrence
through massive retaliation as the only available alter-
native. The overall result was one of confusion and in-
consistency in Isragli policy.

Communication of Intentions: The L anguage of
Threats

As noted above, the nature of communication is an
important element of the deterrence process. Language
and its context, aswell as symbolic actions and implicit
messages, can be sources of misunderstanding and
misperception, thereby increasing the probability of de-
terrence failure. Thisis indeed the case with respect to
the relationship between Israel and Iraq during this pe-
riod.

The specific language of Saddam’s April 2, 1990
speech, in which he declared that “we will makethefire
consume half of Israel,” had a major impact. Given the
history of Arab efforts to destroy the Jewish state, and
the background of the Nazi Holocaust, the threat of
chemical and gas attack is viewed with particular dlarm
in Israel. This, in turn, greatly increased the prospects
of an Isragli decision to launch a preventive attack.

Astension in the region increased following the in-
vasion of Kuwait, the language of Iragi threats became
more bellicose. General Amid Shaaban declared that in
the event of an American attack, Iraqwould respond with
“direct crushing blows to the dens of the Israglis.”® At
the beginning of the war, following the first missile at-
tacks on Israel, official Iragi announcements declared
that Tel Aviv had been turned into “a crematorium.””

After the war (“the mother of all battles”) began, and
it was clear that the Iragi military was unable to defend
against the allied air attacks and that I srael would not be
drawn into aresponse to the conventionally armed Scud
attacks, the Iragi Armed Forces warned of “hidden sur-
prises,” and of “lightning and painful strikeswhich will
burn their forces...so that the enemies will suffer the
conseguences of their acts...and pay a high price....”™
Many observers, particularly in Isragl, understood this
to indicate preparationsfor use of CBW or even nuclear
Weapons.

The impact of the language of these threats wasrein-
forced by Iraq’ s military actions and preparations. Iraq
had already used chemical weapons and missiles against
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Iran, and had deployed and tested an extensive network
for launching and hiding ballistic missiles in the west,
near the Jordanian border. In early 1990, parts for a
“supergun” to launch non-conventional warheads were
discovered in Britain, Turkey, and Greece, on their way
to Irag.” By following through on many of his past
threats, including the warning, made many weeks be-
forethewar began, that if the United States attacked Iraq,
missileswould be used against Isradli cities, Saddam had
established a reputation of high credibility for his
threats.?® The Iragi leader was perceived to be in a des-
perate situation, and this perception reinforced the cred-
ibility of these threats. The very credibility of the Iraqgi
military threat increased Israeli concerns. Thisadded to
the instability in the relationship, and led to further Is-
ragli discussions of a possible preventive strike. Thus,
while astable deterrence rel ationship requires the main-
tenance of a delicate balance between caution and as-
sertive behavior, in this case, there was no evidence of
caution, only assertive palicies.

Saddam Husayn’sthreats and the depl oyment and test-
ing of missiles and other weaponsin western |rag forced
Israeli leaders to develop a response. In general, there
aretwo broad approachesfor such situations: raising the
stakes by meeting the threat with a counter-threat, or
seeking to lower the tension by de-escalating. The first
option risks the possibility of an uncontrolled “conflict
spiral,” but the second option could be perceived as
weakness and appeasement. Both paths provide responses
to the dangers of the “commitment trap,” but, as noted
above in the discussion of deterrence dilemmas, either
could also lead to war.

As expected on the basis of deterrence theory, Isragli
policymakers sought to combine elements of both ap-
proaches. As noted above, throughout 1990, including
the final weeks before the coalition military attack, po-
litical and military leaders made an effort to strengthen
the credibility of deterrence.

Thereafter, the Israeli response of restraint and the
adoption of a“low profile” throughout the war can be
characterized asde-escalatory. No blatant military moves
were taken, no large-scale maneuverswere held, and no
missile tests were announced. Gas masks were distrib-
uted and the population was prepared to deal with the
possibility of a CW attack. The adoption of passive de-
fensive measures reinforced the de-escalatory tendency
of Isragli actions and policies.

During thewar, asmissiles struck Tel Aviv and Ramat
Gan, thelsraeli dilemmaincreased. On the one hand, the
leaders were faced with pressuresto respond, in aman-
ner consistent with the Israeli policy of deterrence. As
many policymakers and analysts have noted, thismarked
“thefirst time an Arab country had succeeded in striking
Israeli population centers since 1948, and the first time
Israel had permitted an Arab attack to go unpunished.” &

At the sametime, the | sraglis also understood that the
purpose of the missile attacks was precisely to bring Is-
ragl into the war, in the hope of destroying the Ameri-
can-led coalition.®? Strategically, IDF Chief of Staff
Shomron and other top officers argued that in the con-
text of the war, it made more sensefor Israel to commu-
nicate and act with restraint, and allow the United States
to destroy the Iraqgi threat. In addition, given the scale of
the coalition bombing, Israeli decisionmakers realized
that alimited response against military targetswould not
add significantly to the damage, and if Isragli aircraft
overflew Jordan, this would add to the instability and
tension in the Hashemite Kingdom.® Under these cir-
cumstances, Isragli military options were very limited.
(In addition, the US government’s firm opposition to
Israeli military action, and a desire to avoid complicat-
ing the already strained relations with the Bush admin-
istration, were also factorsinthelsragli calculus.)® This
situation was also reflected in the low-key nature of
Israel’s public statements.

Thethreat of chemical or biological attack, however,
continued, and Isragli threats to respond became more
pointed, as noted above. In the period immediately prior
to the beginning of the ground war, the possibility of an
Iragi chemical attack against |srael wasdeemedto berela
tively high. At this stage, Prime Minister Shamir made
one of hisonly public statements during the war, declar-
ing that Israel was ready, if necessary, to intervene, and
“we are ready for any eventuality.”® On television, Is-
ragli military officialswere shown against abackground
of combat aircraft on alert. In the context of deterrence
theory, thiswas animportant implicit threat.

Throughout this period, the role of the Isragli nuclear
deterrent remained “in the basement.” I srael hasbeen cred-
ited with a nuclear capability for many years, but there
have been no public acknowledgments or tests. Israeli
decisionmakers have assumed that this situation is suffi-
cient to deter “existential attacks’ that threaten the sur-
vival of the state.®®
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The confrontation with Iraq raised some questionsre-
garding theviability of thisstrategy. Thethreatsto“ make
thefireconsume half of Israel,” to “direct crushing blows
to the dens of the Israglis,” and to turn Tel Aviv into “a
crematorium” seemed toindicate that perhapsthe nuclear
capability was, in fact, too ambiguous to deter an Iraqi
attack (or, as discussed earlier, that Saddam was not
deterrable).

Nevertheless, the lsraeli government did not make any
explicit threat to use nuclear weapons—but these were
also not explicitly ruled out. However, in this area, as
well, the overall Israeli policy was confusing. Just prior
to the war, IDF Chief of Staff Shomron made a state-
ment that Israel is capable of dealing apainful blow, but
it has aways stated that it would not be the first to take
to nuclear arms, and this was repeated by the Isragli
ambassadorsin Washington and Brussels.#” This seemed
to indicate a softening of the Isragli position, which had
left the option of “first use” demonstrably open. Later,
however, government officials issued a correction, re-
stating the entirely ambiguous policy that Israel would
not be the first to introduce nuclear weapons.

The possibility of a nuclear response to alarge-scale
chemical attack was discussed widely intheinternational
press and in non-official Israeli sources.® In atelevi-
sion interview on February 2, 1991, US Secretary of
Defense Cheney was asked whether he thought Israel
would respond to chemical attacks with non-conven-
tional weapons, and, while not providing a specific an-
swer, hewarned Saddam to be cautious.® Although there
is no evidence that this statement was coordinated with
Israel, it served to reinforce the ambiguous retaliatory
threat. Indeed, within Israel, some officials and analysts
clearly viewed this statement as“awarning of behalf of
Israel,” and sought to reinforce itsimpact.® In addition,
thisthreat may have been reinforced when Israel report-
edly tested a Jericho missilein early January, afew days
before the beginning of the war.%

Miscalculation

Historically, thefailure of deterrence has often beenthe
result of a combination of a willingness to take risks,
coupled with miscal cul ation regarding the capabilitiesand
intentions of opponents.®? Throughout the period before
and during the war, Saddam Husayn appeared to miscal-
culate the capabilities of his own forces, as well as the
extent of the response. The Iragi leader miscalculated
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Iran’s ability to repulsethe Iragi invasion, miscal culated
the nature of the American response to the invasion of
Kuwait, and miscal culated the ability of the Iragi military
toinflict damage on the American and allied forces.

With respect to Israel, and perhapsin dealing with the
United States, Saddam seemed to place a high value on
the impact of his CBW capability. In his April 2, 1990
speech, and again on a number of later occasions, the
Iragi leader threatened to use CW in retaliation for an
Israeli attack, apparently attempting to deter attacks on
Iragi missile sites or CBW and nuclear weapons facili-
ties®® Theofficial Iragi pressfollowed by declaring that
CW could deter Isragli attacks and that Iragq had reached
the stage of strategic parity with Isragl %

Most of the Iragi CW capability was based on deliv-
ery by long-range bombers, or the use of artillery shells.®
For the former to damage Israel, the Iragi Air Force
would have had to penetrate Isragl’s formidable air de-
fense system. To fire artillery shells into Israel, Iraq
ground forces would have had to be deployed within
Jordan. Neither provided a credible threat, particularly
after most of the Iragi heavy bombers escaped tolranin
the first days of the war, and Iragi ground forces were
deployed far away from the western border.

Saddam did have increased-range, reduced-payload
Scud-B missiles (the Al-Abbas and Al-Husayn) that
could potentially deliver an unknown and untested
chemical or biological warhead, and perhaps nuclear
capabilities. The damage that could have been caused
by CW delivered by these missiles was inherently low,
although the BW threat was potentially greater. The bio-
logical and binary chemical weapons that formed the
basisfor the lragi strategic capability were neither stable
nor advanced. The UNSCOM inspectors revealed that
warheads “were relatively crude designs which did not
store chemical and biological weapons well and which
did a poor job of dispersing them.”® Asaresult, Irag
was still far from achieving strategic parity with Israel.

During thisperiod, it was al so possible to conclude that
the Iragi leadership did not comprehend the destructive
power of the Israeli nuclear retaliatory threat. The con-
struction of “radiation-proof” bomb sheltersfor the elite
(which were penetrated by US conventional weapons) and
many government statements seemed to show that the
regime (if not the rest of Irag) thought it could survive a
nuclear war with Israel. Evacuation exercises were con-
ducted from some Baghdad neighborhoods, and prepara-
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tions against atomic attack were discussed.®” In apubli-
cation entitled “ Adviceto Citizensin Case of Nuclear At-
tack,” Iragisweretold to prepare asupply of food, water,
reading material (such as books on Arab history, Arab
poetry, stories, international novels, and the Koran), and
leisure activities such as crosswords and joke books.®
Whileitispossiblethat the Iragis publicly denigrated the
danger of nuclear weaponsin order to lower the impact
of thelsraeli deterrence threat, this miscal culation is con-
sistent with the other examples cited above.

Once the war began, Saddam acted more cautiously
with respect to Isragl, and did not “miscalculate” with
respect to either the use of conventional missiles or
CBW. The use of missilesarmed with conventional war-
heads was designed specifically to bring an Isragli re-
sponse, in the hope of forcing the Arab states to end
cooperation with the United States and the other coali-
tion members. Here, Husayn miscalculated (Israel re-
sisted the pressure to respond militarily), but in a way
that showed that the I sragli retaliatory threat was highly
credible.

The Ambiguous Deterrent Provided by Chemical
and Biological Weapons

Thelsragli-Iragi relationship during the Gulf War was
also characterized by an asymmetric situation in which
Iraq’' sprimary deterrent was based on chemical and per-
haps biological weapons, while Israel’s deterrent in-
cluded amassive conventional superiority, an ambiguous
CBW capability, and a nuclear option. In this context,
many analysts attribute Irag's decision not to use its
chemical or biological weapons to Israel’s nuclear op-
tion. From this perspective, this was the major factor
blocking Saddam'’ s aims of bringing Israel into the war
and leading the Arab world in adecisive war against Is-
rael and “the Zionist enemy.”*

However, many aspects of this analysis leave basic
guestions unanswered, in particular the question of
whether the Israeli nuclear deterrent wasreally decisive.

In ageneral sense, the role and credibility of nuclear
deterrence vis-a-vis CBW capabilities have been sub-
jected to an intense debate among analysts and
policymakers. “Deterrence hawks’ cite the 1991 Gulf
War, and Iraq’ s abstention from the use of CBW against
American troops and against Israel, as evidence for the
success of “calculated nuclear ambiguity.” Robert Joseph,
for example, argues. “The ability to retaliate and punish
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with overwhelming force will remain animportant ingre-
dient in our deterrence posture—as evidenced by Irag's
concern that the United States and Israel would respond
to CBW use with nuclear weapons.”'® In this context,
Joseph and many otherscite US Secretary of State Baker's
letter to Saddam Husayn (handed just before the war be-
ganto TariqgAzizin Geneva, who left it on thetable after
reading the contents), and Secretary of Defense Cheney’s
“warning” to Irag of apossible Isragli non-conventional
responseto any Iragi use of CBW.

However, Scott Sagan, aswell asother analysts, have
guestioned this policy. “Is the threat of US nuclear re-
taliation credible and effective against states that pos-
sess chemical weapons (CW) and biological weapons
(BW)?'%1 While CW are classified asWMD, the scale
of nuclear destruction isfar greater (thisis probably also
the case relative to BW, athough there is insufficient
empirical evidence in this area). CW does not pose an
existential threat, and there are al so defenses, as distinct
from nuclear weapons. Given the differencein the level
of destruction, the credibility of a nuclear responseto a
limited CW attack is quite questionable. (In the Isragli
debate about possibleratification of the Chemica Weap-
ons Convention, proponents argue that the threat of
nuclear retaliation is sufficient to deter strategic uses of
CW, while opponents of ratification claim that asym-
metric nuclear deterrence is not credible in this situa-
tion, and requires the maintenance of achemical deterrent
option.)

Beyond the question of effectiveness, Sagan also ar-
gues that calculated ambiguity, designed to avoid “the
commitment trap,” isineffective, particularly when this
policy is developed during acrisis, and is not part of an
ongoing and carefully devel oped strategy. Opponents of
American calculated nuclear ambiguity to deter chemi-
cal and biological threats also argue that the example
set by the United Statesin thisareainfluences other states,
thereby spurring proliferation.

Upon close examination, however, most of this de-
bate between deterrence “ hawks’ and “doves’ isnot rel-
evant to the Middle East or to the Iragi-1sraeli deterrence
relationship, and reflects a somewhat American-centric
view. Thelsragli policy of deliberate nuclear ambiguity
was established long before the crisis with Iraq began,
and, despite the similarity in terminology, is fundamen-
tally different in substance when compared to the spe-
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cific American policies with respect to deterring Irag in
the Gulf War.

For over 30 years, Israeli leaders have viewed existen-
tial deterrence asakey pillar of national security. By re-
stricting this deterrence threat to existential situations, but
leaving the definition of such situationsrelatively flexible,
Israeli policymakers have been able to maintain the cred-
ibility of thethreat, and avoid the commitment trap. De-
spite the confusion noted above, on this specific point,
thecareful |sragli statements during the confrontation with
Irag were consi stent, and avoided the difficulties predicted
in Sagan’smodel.

The history and evolution of Israeli nuclear ambigu-
ity over the past four decades, and the factors involved
in decisionmaking, also demonstrate that I sraeli policies
are independent of the policies adopted by the United
States.’®2 Given this history, the concerns raised by
Sagan, Panofsky,'® and other “proliferation doves’ do
not addressthelsraeli situation. Evenif the United States
wereto changeitsdeterrence policiesfundamentally, and
renounce the use of nuclear weapons in response to a
CBW attack, the evidence indicates that this would not
influence Israeli perceptions or policies.

Nevertheless, questions about the role of Israeli
nuclear deterrence in the case of the 1991 Gulf War re-
main. Israel might have responded to a limited chemi-
cal attack with amassive conventional attack, usingtactics
and weapons that the United States had withheld,*** or
perhaps, asindicated by Yuval Neeman, with a*“response
in kind,” or perhaps with nuclear weapons. The Isradli
response remained and remains ambiguous, reinforcing
the perception that ambiguity and arange of options are
central to successful deterrence policies. In this case, as
during the Cold War, therole of nuclear deterrence can-
not be discounted, but it isnot possibleto isolate thisfac-
tor from the othersin ng the basisfor the outcome.

IMPLICATIONS

The 1991 Gulf War was, for all intents and purposes,
the first Middle East conflict in the age of proliferation.
Although the circumstances were unusual, and the Is-
ragli-Iragi interaction was not the only or even the cen-
tral focus, these events till resonate throughout theregion.

The deterrence framework provides a coherent foun-
dation for analyzing both Israeli and Iragi strategy, and
thelessons from this experience areimportant. From the
Israeli perspective, therole of deterrence wasmixed. On
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the one hand, the Isragli strategy did not prevent the con-
ventionally armed Scud missile attacks, marking the
first time since 1948 that Israeli cities had been subject
to attack. To a magjor degree, this can be attributed to
the circumstances of this conflict, particularly the Ameri-
can-led military coalition against Irag. These circum-
stances explain both the Iragi decision to attack Israel
using missiles armed with conventional warheads, and
the Isragli decision not to respond. For Isragl, thiswasa
failure of deterrence, in anarrow sense, but not one that
exacted an intolerable price or endangered national sur-
vival. While some critics argue that this case was one of
aseries of deterrence failures that, when combined with
othersin Lebanon and theintifada, undermined the cred-
ibility of general deterrence,’® the evidence to support
thisisfar from clear.

Indeed, the fact that Iraq did not use the chemical or
biological weapons in its inventory provides a strong
basis for concluding that Israeli deterrence policies and
threats of massive retaliation succeeded.'® Asin other
cases, therole of deterrenceisdifficult to ascertain with
any certainty, particularly without accessto reliable in-
formation on lragi perceptions or decisionmaking pro-
cesses. Whilethe specific form of retaliation wasunclear,
the spectrum—ranging from a (high-probability) mas-
sive conventional attack free of the restraints adopted
by the coalition forces, to a (lower probability) chemi-
cal or even nuclear response—was sufficiently cred-
ible.” The Israeli deterrence strategy of deliberate
ambiguity, including but not limited to nuclear retalia-
tion, was seen to be successful, and as aresult, was re-
inforced.

At the same time, the events before and during this
war highlight the inherent sources of instability in the
mutual deterrence relationship between Israel and Iraq.
Despitethe“ successful” outcome, the particular circum-
stances of this case do not provide clear evidencefor the
claimthat “the proliferation of chemically-armed ballistic
missilesmay not be as destabilizing and dangerousas many
observers expect.” 1%

From an Israeli perspective, Saddam'’s policies were
marked by inconsistency and repeated miscalculation,
and, like Nasser, the Iragi leader seemed to be swept
away by his own rhetoric. The enthusiasm with which
hisexaggerationsregarding Iragi technological and mili-
tary capabilities were greeted in the Arab world made it
difficult for him to retreat, and once “out on alimb” the
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risks of war might have been seen as preferabl e to back-
ing down. However, the record al so showsthat although
Saddam Husayn was willing to take very high risks, he
was not irrational or suicidal, and was capable of stop-
ping just short of complete catastrophe.

Thus, this case highlightsthe strengths, aswell as dif-
ficultiesand dilemmas of deterrencein regional conflicts.
The dangers posed by the escalation spiral and competi-
tive risk-taking used to enhance credibility are magni-
fied by the absence of any formal communication links,
different value systems, and the resulting misperception
and worst-case analysis. Inthishbilateral situation, which
is not unique to the | srael-lraq case, a strategy based on
deterrence is exceedingly risky.

Nevertheless, given the existing environment, there
are no realistic aternatives to deterrence in areas of re-
gional conflict, and some of the alternatives, including
the adoption of a preventive or preemptive strategy, are
more uncertain and even more destabilizing. Under these
conditions, policymakerswould be best served by work-
ing to reduce the impact of the inherent limitations of
deterrence. As demonstrated in this case study, this
means developing channels of communication to pre-
vent misperceptions and misunderstandings, increasing
the transparency of decisionmaking, and developing re-
sponses that avoid the consequences of the escalation
spiral and the commitment trap.
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