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I. Introduction1 

Israel was the sixth state in the world and the first in the Middle East to 
develop and acquire nuclear weapons. It initiated its nuclear programme in 
earnest in the late 1950s when it constructed its primary nuclear facility, 
the Negev Nuclear Research Center—also known by KAMAG, its Hebrew 
acronym—outside the town of Dimona. Within a decade, Israel had com-
pleted the initial research and development stage of its nuclear weapon 
programme. By the eve of the 1967 Six-Day War, Israel had secretly impro-
vised the construction of two or three rudimentary, but operational, 
nuclear devices.2  

By 1970 it was widely presumed that Israel had crossed the threshold of 
nuclear weapon capability.3 Since 1986—in the wake of the disclosures 
made by Mordechai Vanunu, Israel’s infamous nuclear whistle-blower—
Israel has been believed to have a mature nuclear weapon programme and 
is viewed as an established nuclear weapon state, in both the quality and 
quantity of its arsenal. Estimates of the size of Israel’s nuclear arsenal vary 
significantly, ranging from less than 100 up to 300 warheads.4  

However, Israel’s nuclear ‘code of conduct’ is distinctly different from 
that of all other nuclear weapon states. Unlike the other seven established 
nuclear weapon states, Israel has never openly acknowledged its nuclear 
status. Israeli nuclear weapons are conspicuously absent from most of the 
official global nuclear dialogue. As a matter of long-held policy, the Israeli 
Government neither confirms nor denies possession of nuclear weapons. 
While Israel keeps the status of its nuclear capability deliberately veiled 
and unacknowledged, it does so in a manner that has shaped the strategic 
perceptions and actions of others—friends and foes alike. This nuclear code 
of conduct has become known as Israel’s policy of ‘nuclear opacity’ (some 
refer to it as ‘nuclear ambiguity’), or, in Hebrew, amimut.  

 
1 Much of the content of this chapter is elaborated more fully in Cohen, A., The Worst-Kept Secret: 

Israel’s Bargain with the Bomb (Columbia University Press: New York, 2010).  
2 Cohen, A., ‘Crossing the threshold: the untold nuclear dimension of the 1967 Arab–Israeli War 

and its contemporary lessons’, Arms Control Today, vol. 37, no. 5 (June 2007), pp. 12–16.  
3 ‘The near-nuclear countries and the Non-Proliferation Treaty’, SIPRI Yearbook 1972: Word 

Armaments and Disarmament (Almqvist & Wiksell: Stockholm, 1972), 309–12. 
4 ‘Revealed: the secrets of Israel’s nuclear arsenals’, Sunday Times, 5 Oct. 1986; and Cirincione, J., 

Wolfsthal, J. B. and Rajkumar, M., Deadly Arsenals: Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical Threats, 2nd 
edn (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: Washington, DC, 2005). On Israel’s nuclear 
forces see appendix A in this volume. 
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There is a logical connection between the domestic aspects of opacity 
and Israel’s ability to stay outside of the international non-proliferation 
regime: a nuclear weapon complex—let alone the arsenal itself—which is 
secret and unacknowledged cannot, in principle, be subject to any meas-
ures of international transparency. Israel’s policy of nuclear opacity is so 
comprehensive in this regard that it does not even acknowledge the pro-
duction of fissile material. Such a commitment to nuclear opacity is incom-
patible with any semblance of international transparency.  

Nuclear opacity—in its international and domestic manifestations—is 
Israel’s single-most noteworthy contribution to the nuclear age. Four 
decades after Israel crossed the nuclear threshold, the country still remains 
faithful to an anachronistic code of conduct based on total non-
acknowledgement and secrecy. Through the policy of opacity and with the 
tacit support of the United States, Israel has remained a non-signatory to 
the 1968 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (Non-
Proliferation Treaty, NPT) and hence outside nearly all of the various 
international oversight and accountability obligations of the international 
non-proliferation regime.5 Domestically, the commitment to the policy of 
nuclear opacity requires Israel to treat its entire nuclear complex as a 
‘black box’—kept as secret as possible to Israel’s own citizens. The fact that 
Israel’s big secret is now regarded as ‘the world’s worst kept secret’ makes 
no difference to the way in which the Israeli Government practices its 
policy.6   

Israel’s commitment to a posture of nuclear opacity has profound ramifi-
cations for all aspects of the question of democratic control of the nuclear 
complex. It sets the Israeli case apart from the other seven cases in this 
volume. Nuclear opacity stands in strong negation to the ideal type of dem-
ocratic governance of nuclear weapons. In particular, it is at odds with 
most of the public features of the ideal type of such governance. 

Paradoxically, Israel pursues this non-democratic conduct with a 
tremendous level of (tacit) citizenry support as successive public surveys 
have clearly indicated.7 On the nuclear issue, Israeli citizens defer their 
democratic rights, in particular the right to know and to debate national 
policies, by accepting—even endorsing—the policy of opacity, and they do 

 
5 According to the NPT, only states that manufactured and exploded a nuclear device prior to 

1 Jan. 1967 are recognized as nuclear weapon states. China, France, Russia, the UK and the USA are 
the 5 nuclear-armed states party to the NPT. Israel, India and Pakistan are nuclear-armed states that 
remain outside the NPT. Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons opened for signature 
on 1 July 1968, entered into force on 5 Mar. 1970, <http://www.iaea.org/Publications/Documents/ 
Treaties/npt.html>.  

6 The phrase ‘the world worst kept secret’ was the headline of a report in The Economist, 26 Oct. 
1991.  

7 Arian, A., Security Threatened: Surveying Israeli Opinion on Peace and War (Cambridge Uni 
versity Press: Cambridge, 1995).  
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so in a most democratic fashion. This conduct manifests a uniquely Israeli 
paradox about democratic control of nuclear weapons.  

This chapter explores this Israeli paradox, covering both its descriptive 
and prescriptive sides. Section II briefly considers some of the features of 
the civilian control system that Israel has devised for its nuclear pro-
gramme, focusing on the links between civilian control and the policy of 
nuclear opacity. Section III reviews the concrete socio-political and legal 
features of the culture of nuclear opacity. Section IV analyses the ways in 
which Israel, both as a state and as a civic society, has addressed—or 
chosen not to address—the issue of democratic control of its nuclear com-
plex under the policy of nuclear opacity. Israel has compensated for the 
thin layer of democratic control of the nuclear complex by developing a 
tight and multilayered internal system of civilian control, including 
publicly invisible mechanisms of oversight. Section V concludes with some 
comments on the unique place of the Israeli case in a broader comparative 
perspective. 

II. A brief history of Israeli civilian nuclear control 

From its inception, the Israeli nuclear project was set up under strict civil-
ian control. A civilian coalition of three men made the project possible. 
David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister and minister of defence, 
was at the helm. He believed that the bomb would be the ultimate answer 
to Israel’s security predicament.8 Professor Ernst David Bergmann, a civil 
servant scientist and organic chemist by training, served as Ben-Gurion’s 
scientific adviser. A young Shimon Peres, then director-general of the 
Ministry of Defence, was the civil servant executive of the nuclear project 
during its formative stage and served in that capacity from 1955 until 1965. 
In 1952, with the authorization of Ben-Gurion, Bergmann founded the 
Israel Atomic Energy Commission (IAEC) as the organization dedicated to 
realizing their vision. All three men were committed to the notion that a 
national nuclear project must be run solely by civilians, as a civilian govern-
mental organization.9 

The existence of the IAEC, Israel’s state nuclear agency, was only 
announced in 1954, two years after it had been established.10 The IAEC 
functioned as a secret civil organization within the Ministry of Defence, 
and its activities were designed to bypass due process. A debate, even a 
closed-door debate among insiders, would have meant controversy, dissent 

 
8 Ben-Gurion simultaneously served as Israel’s prime minister and minister of defence in the 

periods 1948–54 and 1955–63. He was the country’s longest serving prime minister. 
9 Peres, S., Battling for Peace: A Memoir, ed. D. Landau (Weidenfeld and Nicolson: London, 1995), 

pp. 132–35; and Cohen, A., Israel and the Bomb (Columbia University Press: New York, 1998), pp. 9–
24.  

10 Cohen (note 9), p. 31. 



4   GOVERNING THE BOMB 

and opposition, and had to be avoided at all costs. For this reason, Ben-
Gurion decided to keep the military (the Israel Defence Forces, IDF) as an 
institution—except for the chief of staff, Moshe Dayan, with whom he was 
close—out of the nuclear decision-making loop. In so doing, Ben-Gurion 
signalled unequivocally that this was his own project—the prime minister’s 
project. Israel’s nuclear project was initiated in an era when its national 
leader still had the authority and the means to initiate a project of this scale 
on his own.11 

The desire to bypass both the IDF’s top generals and cabinet ministers 
required that the project be funded through non-conventional methods. 
Ben-Gurion wanted to avoid a situation where the nuclear project and the 
IDF would be competing for the same financial resources. Maintaining 
separate and unaccountable funding was important not only for secrecy 
and expediency, but also for maintaining some measure of political deni-
ability. Most of the funding in the early stages of the project was extra-
budgetary: Peres distributed the funds directly to the organizations 
involved, without the involvement of the state treasury. It was done in a 
manner that was outside of the normal procedures of state oversight and 
accountability.12 Decades later Peres acknowledged that he had to raise 
money ‘on the side’ to pay for the building of the project at Dimona.13   

In the initial stage of the nuclear project, roughly the period 1955–61, it is 
widely understood that virtually no democratic mechanism of oversight, 
such as the Knesset (the Israeli Parliament) or the State Comptroller’s 
Office, was involved. Around 1962 Ben-Gurion recognized the need to set 
up a special parliamentary committee to approve the budget of the project 
and to provide the veneer of parliamentary oversight. The committee con-
sisted of seven of the most senior members of the Knesset—coalition and 
opposition alike. Although they were prominent politicians, most of them 
had a very limited background in defence, let alone technology. The 
committee received classified briefings (but members were not allowed to 
take any notes about the briefings) and in return the committee provided a 
parliamentary cover for the secret project. This was the first mechanism 
resembling parliamentary control of nuclear-related matters.14 However, 
the establishment of the parliamentary committee was not meant as a step 
towards more democratization of nuclear matters for Ben-Gurion, but 

 
11 Cohen (note 9), pp. 63–72. 
12 Cohen (note 9), pp. 67–70; Karpin, M., The Bomb in the Basement: How Israel Went Nuclear and 

What That Means for the World (Simon & Schuster: New York, 2006), pp. 127–33. In 1997 influential 
Israeli journalist and commentator Dan Margalit recalled in his memoirs that ‘The Israel in which I 
started as a journalist had built the atomic reactor in Dimona in ways which, in 1997, would have 
resulted in the imprisonment of David Ben-Gurion and his lieutenants. In the 1990s, with exposure, 
investigative journalism and criticism, the nuclear reactor would have never been built.’ Margalit, 
D., Raiti Otam [I saw them] (Zamorah-Bitan: Tel Aviv, 1997), p. 7. 

13 Peres (note 9), pp. 136–37. 
14 Cohen (note 9), p. 147.  
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rather a way to enforce secrecy given his legal obligation to receive parlia-
mentary approval of the budget.15 

Ben-Gurion also shielded the nuclear project from democratic control by 
presenting its objectives in vague, flexible and open-ended terms. Decades 
later, Peres acknowledged that Ben-Gurion was deliberately reluctant to 
‘nail down’ the specifics of his nuclear vision, ‘for nailing down would have 
meant to identify specific objectives too early, and too fast, and that would 
have been too complicated’.16 Those long-term objectives were left delib-
erately opaque, often unwritten or even unspoken. For example, certain 
explicit words (e.g. nuclear weapon) were never used by the programme’s 
insiders, not even in classified documents.17  

Ben-Gurion’s modus operandi allowed him maximum political flexibility, 
even deniability. Indeed, he often described the project as no more than a 
way of hedging for the future that aimed at establishing a broad national 
infrastructure and allowing the next moves to be decided by future leaders. 
This approach also operated at lower levels. Munya Mardor, one of the 
administrators of the project, noted in a veiled passage in his autobiography 
that it was more convenient to present the task at hand in terms of research 
on various ‘subcomponents’, emphasizing that no decision had been made 
about producing a complete weapon system.18  

By the mid-1960s, as the nuclear research and development work was 
close to completion, it became evident that Peres’s system of running the 
project through two separate primary organizations (and other smaller 
ones) was no longer feasible. There was a need to merge the two major 
dimensions of the project—the production of fissile material and work on 
the explosive device—in one central administration with even tighter 
executive control of the entire project.19 In response, the IAEC was 
reorganized in 1966 under the leadership of Professor Israel Dostrovsky as 
its director-general, and Prime Minister Levi Eshkol, who appointed him-
self as the chairman. This reorganization, which effectively involved setting 
up a new scientific directorate with management responsibility for Israel’s 
entire nuclear complex, remains the foundation of Israel’s current civilian 
control system.20  

 
15 Cohen (note 9), p. 147. 
16 Peres, S., ‘About Shalheveth’, ed. R. Marom, Shalheveth Freier 1920–1994 (Israel Atomic Energy 

Commission: Tel Aviv, 1995), p. 9. 
17 Cohen (note 9), p. 78. 
18 Cohen (note 9), p. 78; and Mardor, M. M., Refa´el: bi-netive ha-mehkar veha-pituah le-vithon 

Yiśra´el [RAFAEL: the path to Israel’s security research and development], 2nd edn (Ministry of 
Defence: Tel Aviv, 1981).  

19 Cohen (note 9), pp. 225–26; and Mardor (note 18), pp. 388–89.  
20 Cohen (note 9), pp. 223–31. 
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Israel’s nuclear complex  

The IAEC is probably the most secretive and guarded governmental agency 
in Israel. Its personnel must pass the highest security checks, including 
periodic polygraph tests. Virtually every factual aspect of its operations—
including its budget, its organizational structure, its relations with other 
military and defence organizations, and even matters regarding its parlia-
mentary oversight—is classified. The mandate of the IAEC to oversee the 
Israeli nuclear weapons is roughly similar to that of the US Department of 
Energy and its oversight of US nuclear weapons. But in many respects the 
IAEC mandate is even more comprehensive, as it operates and maintains 
the entire nuclear complex and its outputs from cradle to grave.21  

The director-general of the IAEC is the chief executive of the Israeli 
nuclear bureaucracy and is a direct appointee of the prime minister (pre-
sumably in consultation with the minister of defence). However, it is the 
Israeli prime minister—ex officio chairman of the IAEC—who has mini-
sterial responsibility over nuclear matters (which can be delegated in part 
to another minister). It is believed that some of the functional responsi-
bilities of that administration reside or are shared with the Ministry of 
Defence. It is unknown if, and to what extent, this civilian control structure 
was ever formally submitted to the approval of the cabinet or one of its sub-
committees.22  

The Office of Security at the Ministry of Defence (or MALMAB, its 
Hebrew acronym) provides all security services for the nuclear complex, 
including the protection of the opacity policy.23 Much of the operational 
budget of the nuclear complex comes from the classified part of the Mini-
stry of Defence’s budget. While a small budget for the public side of the 
IAEC is posted within the open budget of the Prime Minister’s Office, the 
much larger budget of the scientific directorate—including the operational 
budget for the Negev Nuclear Research Center and the Soreq Nuclear 
Research Center, which was opened in 1960—is classified and apparently 
buried within the large classified budget of the Ministry of Defence.24 

 
21 In US terms the IAEC includes not only the nuclear weapon functions of the US Department of 

Energy but also some of the nuclear functions of the US Department of Defense as well as some 
functions of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission that regulates the US nuclear power industry. See 
chapter 2 in this volume.  

22 Cohen (note 1). 
23 Bergman, R. and Meltzer, G., ‘Mashtikkol’ [The Silence Enforcer], Yedioth Ahronoth, 6 Aug. 

2004, pp. 10–14, 16, 18–19, 50–51; and Oren, A., ‘A secret guard for nuclear ambiguity’, Ha’aretz, 8 
Aug. 2007.  

24 Benn, A., ‘No legal authorization for security services budgets’, Ha’aretz, 21 Nov. 2004.  



ISRAEL   7 

Command and control 

Virtually nothing is publicly known about Israel’s nuclear command and 
control structure, but it is assumed that Israel has invested a great deal of 
funds and resources to devise a secure system of civilian command, control 
and custodianship of its nuclear weapons and related infrastructure. It is 
presumed that the custodianship of the nuclear components of Israel’s 
strategic assets are under the command of civilian officials from the nuclear 
administration, not the military, and that the administration was set up in a 
manner that ensures full civilian control.25 

It has been claimed that in the 1980s Israel developed and installed per-
missive action links (PAL) on its nuclear warheads to prevent the possi-
bility of unauthorized use or theft. In the early 1990s, in the wake of 1991 
Gulf War, the minister of defence, Moshe Arens, set up a new secret 
directorate at the Ministry of Defence under the veiled title Directorate for 
Special Means. It is possible that this directorate assumes some of the func-
tional responsibilities of the minister of defence in sharing responsibility 
for and control of Israel’s strategic issues.26  

Tight security, secrecy and compartmentalization do not mean that the 
Israeli civilian system lacks internal mechanisms and procedures of over-
sight and accountability. For example, almost from the beginning of the 
nuclear project, various internal advisory and auditing bodies were 
extensively used. Those bodies were made up of former senior scientists, 
army officers, economists and even academics with top security clearances, 
who were authorized to oversee various aspects of the complex. Some of 
those advisory panels functioned in an ad hoc fashion, while others were 
assigned more permanent oversight responsibilities. There is no public 
record of those arrangements and the public knows almost nothing about 
them. Clearly, these bodies do not meet the broad definition of democratic 
control, but they do reflect that the system of civilian guardianship recog-
nizes the need for internal mechanisms to review and oversee its own 
activities.  

III. The political culture of nuclear opacity 

On 21 December 1960 Prime Minister Ben-Gurion informed the Knesset 
that a new 24-megawatt thermal nuclear research reactor was under con-
struction. He characterized the project as ‘peaceful’. It was the first and last 
time that an Israeli prime minister—or the Israeli Government—made a 
public statement of fact about the Negev Nuclear Research Center or any 

 
25 Hersh, S. M., The Samson Option: Israel’s Nuclear Arsenal and American Foreign Policy 

(Random House: New York, 1991), p. 84. 
26 Cirincione, Wolfsthal and Rajkumar (note 4). 
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other Israeli nuclear project.27 A few years later, Ben-Gurion’s successor, 
Prime Minister Levi Eshkol, no longer spoke publicly about civil research 
at the Negev Nuclear Research Center. Instead, by 1966 he began to use the 
ambiguous statement: ‘Israel will not be the first to introduce nuclear 
weapons to the region’.28 At that point, Israel did not actually possess 
nuclear weapons.29 

In the several decades since Eshkol made this statement, it has remained 
in place as Israel’s official declaration on nuclear weapons. Virtually noth-
ing has changed in terms of Israel’s official acknowledgement of its nuclear 
programme, and very little has changed in Israel’s public nuclear discourse. 
While most people and governments presume that Israel’s nuclear status is 
advanced, it is interesting to note that—apart from the infamous Vanunu 
disclosure—no Israeli source has ever publicly revealed information on the 
programme.30 The Israeli Government has only acknowledged that Israel 
operates two research reactors: the Soreq Nuclear Research Center, a small 
5-MW reactor under International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safe-
guards, and the Negev Nuclear Research Center, a larger reactor that is not 
under IAEA safeguards.31 

How can it be that, after spending billions of taxpayers’ dollars on a 
nuclear programme (including related strategic programmes, such as the 
missile and the submarine programme) over a period of several decades, 
the programme is still not publicly acknowledged? How is it that virtually 
no one among the (Jewish) Israeli public demands to know the financial 
figures? Why does the Israeli citizenry go along, and in fact support, such 
an undemocratic way of doing national business?32 The answer to this dem-
ocratic paradox lies in Israel’s unique political, legal and social fabric—
what might be called the political culture of nuclear opacity. This fabric 
consists of three distinct (but interrelated) components: (a) opacity as a 
national security policy and strategy; (b) censorship as a law enforcement 
mechanism; and (c) societal taboo as a legitimizing instrument.  

 
27 Cohen (note 9), pp. 91–93.  
28 Cohen (note 9), pp. 231-35.  
29 Cohen (note 2).  
30 Sunday Times (note 4).  
31 Israel Atomic Energy Commission, ‘About us’, <http://www.iaec.gov.il/pages_e/card_e.asp>. 
32 These questions are hardly being asked, let alone debated, in Israel either as an academic issue 

or as a citizenry concern. Indeed, it is in the nature of a taboo that those who practice it do not ques-
tion it. A wider and even more intriguing question is why virtually no one in Israel, academics or 
otherwise, dares or cares to study those questions, as a sociological, anthropological, legal or polit-
ical phenomenon? For a thorough exploration of these issues see Cohen (note 1); and Cohen, A., ha-
tabu ha-acharon: sod ha-matsav ha-gar´ini shel Yiśra´el u-mah she-tsarikh la-´aśot ito [The last taboo: 
the secret of Israel’s nuclear status and what to do with it] (Kinneret Zmora-Bitan: Tel Aviv, 2005). 
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Opacity: the policy and strategy component 

While individuals, events and strategic considerations shaped Israel’s 
policy of opacity throughout the 1960s and 1970s, by 2010 opacity as 
national policy and posture has become deeply embedded in Israel’s 
national security mindset. Nuclear opacity as a posture is rooted in a 
number of basic Israeli strategic convictions: (a) that it is vital for Israeli 
security to possess nuclear weapons for deterrence; (b) that Israel’s Arab 
neighbours should not be allowed to possess nuclear weapons, and thus 
Israel must do everything it can to maintain its nuclear monopoly; (c) that 
Israel cannot make a case for regional nuclear monopoly and thus must 
keep its own nuclear weapons unacknowledged; (d) that nuclear issues 
must be kept out of the public (and political) discourse; (e) that decisions 
over nuclear matters must be made quietly, primarily by anonymous pro-
fessionals (approved by the political leadership), not through democratic 
debates; and (f) that the policy of opacity has served the nation well, and (as 
long as Israel maintains its monopoly) there is no real alternative.33  

The depth of respect that the policy has received within Israel’s culture 
of national security as well as within the country’s body politic should not 
be underestimated. Indeed, the opacity policy is highly revered by almost 
all Israelis—political elite and ordinary citizens alike.34 There is another 
feature of Israeli nuclear opacity that makes it so revered: the country’s 
nuclear policy is generally perceived as a sacrosanct national subject that 
must be left outside the political debate. The policy of nuclear opacity is 
perceived as the most effective and most successful national strategy that 
Israel has ever devised to advance its national interests, and there is a great 
deal of public consensus behind it.35 It is almost universally agreed that an 
open public debate would only harm national interests because it would 
undermine opacity. Hence, most Israelis believe that classified or semi-
classified forums are the most appropriate places for such debates.36 

Censorship: the law-enforcement component 

The ability to effectively practise the policy of nuclear opacity is predicated 
on the ability of the government to enforce secrecy. The Office of the Mili-
tary Censor, which enforces the policy of nuclear opacity on the press, is 
nearly as old as the IDF itself: it was created in May 1948 soon after Israel 

 
33 Cohen (note 9), p. 343; and Cohen (note 32), pp. 156–57. 
34 Schiff, Z., ‘How long can nuclear ambiguity last?, Ha’aretz, 24 Aug. 2000; Schiff, Z., ‘The 

nuclear debate has not been silenced’, Ha’aretz, 29 Mar. 2000; Schiff, Z., ‘Comments on the balance 
of national strength and security’, ed. U. Arad, Ma’azan ha’chosen vehabitachon haleumi [The balance 
of national strength and security in Israel: policy directions?] (Yedioth Ahronoth: Tel Aviv, 2001).  

35 Schiff, ‘Comments on the balance of national strength and security’ (note 34). 
36 Cohen (note 32) pp. 141–42. 
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declared its independence. Its initial purpose was ‘to prevent the publi-
cation of security-related information that could aid the enemy or harm the 
defence of the state’.37 Israel is the only liberal democracy that maintains a 
military censorship office with the sole task of reviewing, prior to publi-
cation, all items which may include information that, were they to be pub-
lished, could harm national security. The legal scope of the censorship 
office is broad and covers any publication that originates in Israel (both 
print and electronic media, including, in principle, foreign media). The 
office is run as a military unit and is led by a senior military officer who is 
appointed by the minister of defence. In addition to the censor, MALMAB, 
as the security and intelligence arm of the nuclear project, is also involved 
in protecting and enforcing nuclear secrecy. MALMAB is the least subject 
to democratic oversight and accountability of all four Israeli intelligence 
service agencies, and yet it has extraordinary power and influence in con-
trolling the nuclear programme, including on matters of policy.38 

In the 1970s a council of ‘wise men’ at the IAEC was asked to conceptual-
ize the idea of nuclear opacity as an operational policy. As part of that 
effort, the role of the censor in supporting the policy was articulated and 
codified. The challenge was to design a censorship policy that, on the one 
hand, delivers appropriate and tacit messages that enhance Israeli deter-
rence, but, on the other hand, does not compromise the requirements of 
opacity and non-acknowledgement. Given that Israel’s nuclear status was 
already known and unquestioned, the solution was a censorship policy that 
allows the Israeli press to assume that Israel has unspecified nuclear 
capabilities yet that does not allow it to make direct reference to nuclear 
weapons, hence without confirming or acknowledging nuclear-related 
matters.39  

Since this censorship policy was established, the Office of the Military 
Censor has become a major player in supporting and promoting the Israeli 
Government’s policy of nuclear opacity. Its job is twofold: (a) it bans the 
publication of any Israeli-based statement regarding the nuclear weapon 
programme, in particular information that implies that Israel possesses 
nuclear weapons; and (b) it controls the discourse—that is, the language—
with which the Israeli media speaks about the nuclear issue. Specifically, 
the censor forbids using explicit nuclear and nuclear-related words and 
phrases (e.g. ‘nuclear weapons’ or ‘nukes’ or even more generic terms such 

 
37 Cohen (note 1). 
38 Bergman and Meltzer (note 23); and Arbel, D. and Edelis , R, Ivaron: ha-modi in ha-ma aravi u-

kerisat Berit-ha-Mo atsot, 1980–1991 [Blind spot : Western intelligence and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, 1980–1991] (Yedioth Ahronoth: Tel-Aviv, 1998). The other three security agencies include the 
Mossad; Shaback, also known as the General Security Service (the GSS) or Shin Bet; and AMAN, the 
military intelligence branch of the IDF. 

39 Cohen, A., Amimut garinit usheelat gvulut ha’meda [Nuclear opacity and the question of 
boundaries of information in a democratic governance], Politica, vol. 13 (winter 2005), pp. 33–52. 
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as ‘the bomb’). In fact, the censor actively replaces them with vaguer, softer 
and less concrete words and phrases such as ‘nuclear option’, ‘nuclear 
capabilities’ or ‘nuclear potential’. Surprisingly, the phrase ‘doomsday 
weapons’ is allowed by the censor, even to refer to Israel’s nuclear status, 
but just not the use of more precise terms.40  

The Office of the Military Censor provides ground rules for the media to 
work out its differences with the censor, and even to appeal its decisions, 
without resorting to a formal legal petition before the Supreme Court. For 
decades, the Israeli media has accommodated itself to these ground rules 
without questioning them before an outside authority.41 This changed in 
1988. Meir Schnitzer, an editor of a Tel Aviv weekly magazine, petitioned 
for a formal judicial review of the censor’s action regarding an article about 
the Mossad that had been submitted to the censor by his magazine. 
Schnitzer claimed that the censor’s deletions were excessive and unjustifi-
able. In a historical ruling, the Supreme Court intervened and placed limits 
on the censor’s judgement: only information whose publication is deemed a 
‘near certainty’ for causing tangible harm to national security justifies the 
censor’s action. Information that is short of this ‘near certainty’ should be 
allowed to be published.42  

This landmark ruling established Israel’s line between the needs of 
national security and the rights of the free press. Since then the reference 
to ‘near certainty’ has become associated with the issue of the scope of 
censorship in Israel. At least in theory, the threshold for censorship inter-
vention entailed in the Supreme Court’s ruling, with its explicit reference 
to ‘near certainty’ is much higher than the threshold of the ‘classified’ 
designation. According to the terms of this ruling, it would be insufficient 
for the censor to argue that a certain item of information ought to be 
censored merely because its contents are classified. The military censor 
would have to show that the publication of that classified information 
would near certainly cause tangible damage to national security.  

Since that 1988 ruling, the extent of the military censor’s intervention has 
decreased significantly. Many Israeli journalists view the censor as a 
‘tamed beast’—one that will only charge when cornered. Changes to news 
production, (e.g. satellite imaging, the Internet, mobile phones, etc.) have 
made the job of the military censor more difficult and more anachronistic. 

 
40 Cohen (note 1); Cohen (note 32); Cohen (note 39); and Karpin (note 12), pp. ix–x. 
41 Segal, Z., Chofesh haitonut: byin mitos lemtziut [Freedom of the press: between myth and 

reality] (Papyrus: Tel Aviv, 1996), pp. 59–91; Negbi, M., Namer shel neyar: ha’maavak kechofesh 
ha’ittonut be’yisrae [Paper tiger: The struggle for freedom of the press in Israel] (Sifriyat Hapoalim: 
Tel Aviv, 1985); Nosek, H. and Limor, Y., Censora tzvait beyisrael: pshara zmanit mitmashechet bein 
arachim mitnagshim [Military censorship in Israel: temporary compromise between conflicting 
values], eds. B. Neuberger and I. Ben-Ami, Democratia ve’bitchon leumi beyisrael [Democracy and 
national security in Israel] (Open University Press: Tel Aviv, 1996), pp. 415–48. 

42 Segal (note 41), pp. 59–91; and Meir Schnitzer and Ors v. Chief Military Censor, HC 42 (4) PD 
617 (1988). 
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The censor has accepted, even internalized, these new norms and has 
limited its intervention to the minimum necessary. These changes have not 
visibly changed the way the censor deals with the nuclear issue. In fact, it is 
against this background that the nuclear issue stands out as the sole 
exception to the general trend. Despite the normative changes, including 
the 1988 Supreme Court ruling, the censor has essentially treated the 
nuclear issue in the same way since the body was created.  

This nuclear censorship practice is by now anachronistic and yet the 
Israeli press tends to go along with it. If there are signs of change, it is not 
in the censorship policy but in the practices of the press. More and more 
editors have found the nuclear censorship policy ridiculous so they have 
stopped submitting articles for censorship review, thus rendering the 
censor much less relevant in its ability to influence the opacity discourse. 
The forbidden words sneak into the Israeli media not through a legal fight 
but through the back door.  

Taboo: the social and cultural components 

Over time opacity has become embedded in Israel’s culture of national 
security. It has become engraved in the values, attitudes and norms that are 
passed on through education and socialization. The code of nuclear opacity 
has not been imposed from the outside on the Israeli public. It is as much 
self-imposed as it is externally enforced and has a deep societal–normative 
base.  

The Israeli press has changed a great deal since the nuclear weapon issue 
was first introduced to Israeli politics in the 1950s. The press has become 
more aggressive in its pursuit of news. In its ethos, the press has become 
more sceptical and critical, even more cynical, about governmental secrecy. 
In recent years the Israeli press has slaughtered almost all of the ‘sacred 
cows’ in the area of national security, including revealing inside infor-
mation about other security agency such as the Mossad and Shaback.43 
However, there is one issue that the Israeli press is incapable or unwilling 
to touch: the nuclear issue. The Israeli media community has never really 
questioned, let alone fought, the severe restrictions that the censor appears 
to impose on it under the rules of nuclear opacity.44  

In a sense, having censorship with its compulsory prepublication review 
power relieves the Israeli press of an otherwise inevitable and unwanted 
job: making editorial decisions about the most sensitive national subject. 
Instead, there is an outside governmental authority, the censor, whose job 
is to make those determinations for the press. This way of thinking reflects 

 
43 See note 38. 
44 Cohen (note 1); Cohen (note 32); and Cohen (note 39). 
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the ambivalent way that the Israeli press views the role of the censor. It 
also means that one of the principal means of democratic oversight of 
nuclear weapons—that of an independent and inquisitive press—is for all 
practical intents and purposes absent in Israel.  

Moreover, the fact that the Israeli press accepts, whether desired or not, 
the off-limits status of the nuclear issue highlights the not-so-adversarial 
relations between the press and the censor on the question of nuclear 
opacity. In a way, the existence of censorship allows the press to resolve its 
discomfort—built on inhibition, ambivalence and taboo—towards the 
nuclear issue. The censor policy would have had no chance of surviving—
let alone of being successfully executed for so long—had it not been a policy 
that the Israeli media accepted and supported on deep societal grounds.45  

Another example of the complicity of the Israeli media with the nuclear 
taboo concerns its lack of struggle with the censor’s guidelines on the 
nuclear issue.46 It could be argued that the censor’s practice of banning cer-
tain nuclear-related words and phrases stands at odds with the 1988 
Supreme Court ruling and that the censor’s common practice of adding the 
phrase ‘according to foreign sources’ next to any reference to Israeli 
nuclear weapons is also at odds with that ruling. Concerning both 
practices, the censor’s intervention goes beyond the ‘near certainty’ 
criteria. It would be difficult to conceive how using nuclear phrases, which 
in themselves do not reveal any facts about the situation, could cause 
Israel’s national security ‘near certain’ tangible and irreparable damage. 
However, to this day, no Israeli news organization takes the position that 
such interventions over matters of discourse are unjustified, illegal or 
require at least a judicial review.47 

These patterns of complicity and duplicity by the Israeli press illuminate 
the way in which the Israeli citizenry deals with the nuclear issue. The 
Israeli public is, of course, aware that the state possesses nuclear weapons, 
but it prefers not to know much more than that. Whether for strategic or 
for psychological reasons—and perhaps for both—Israelis leave the 
handling of this issue vague, opaque and non-explicit. Ultimately, it is not 
that the public is deprived by their government of their democratic right to 

 
45 Cohen (note 32); Cohen, Y., The Whistleblower of Dimona: Israel, Vanunu and the Bomb 

(Holmes & Meier: New York, 2003); and Cohen, Y., Whistleblowers and the Bomb: Vanunu, Israel and 
Nuclear Secrecy (Pluto Press: London, 2005). 

46 The Israeli daily newspaper Yedioth Ahronoth attempted to force the government to release the 
records of the Vanunu trial by submitting a petition to the Supreme Court. The action was not 
directed at the censors but against the Ministry of Justice, which kept all testimony from the trial 
sealed. The petition was never ruled on by the court because the government, in its effort to avoid 
losing a battle in court, decided to voluntarily release approximately 40% of the records. It appears 
that the government released material that it believed it could not defend in court, given the 1998 
ruling on the Schnitzer petition. To the best of the author’s knowledge, other than this case, the 
Israeli press has never tried to test the censor’s policies in court. 

47 Cohen (note 32); and Cohen (note 39). 
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know, but rather, more accurately, that the citizenry willingly defers this 
right to the government’s own institutions of oversight and accountability. 
On the nuclear issue the citizenry prefers not to know and indeed suspends 
its democratic right to know.  

This deferential attitude manifests itself in a multitude of ways ranging 
from the media, through the legal sphere, to the body politic and ultimately 
to the public side of the Knesset. Israeli citizens have internalized nuclear 
opacity and have become accustomed to the notion that it is inappropriate 
for the nuclear issue to be discussed in the public arena.  

After decades of censorship and inhibition—of being accustomed to total 
nuclear secrecy as the norm—how would it be possible for the Israeli public 
to actively seek ‘democratic control’ over the issue of nuclear weapons? 
The public is too inhibited (and, as a result of the opacity policy, also not 
well enough informed) to express an opinion on a forbidden subject that is 
perceived as belonging solely to those within the nuclear establishment 
appointed to govern Israel’s nuclear weapons.48 

IV. Auditing, oversight and accountability 

While the abstract and conceptual principles of Israel’s nuclear opacity 
policy have changed little over the decades, attitudes and norms towards 
auditing, oversight and accountability have changed significantly over the 
past two decades. New measures of external auditing, oversight and 
accountability have been implanted into the nuclear bureaucracy. Senior 
IAEC officials argue that the opacity policy is no longer inconsistent with a 
commitment to auditing, oversight, accountability, due process and the rule 
of law. Even under opacity, they argue that it is possible to maintain the 
norms of democratic governance. In addition to the IAEC’s own system of 
internal checks and balances, it is now subjected to various new measures 
of independent auditing and oversight from the Knesset, the State Comp-
troller’s Office and even from the higher executive level (i.e. the Prime 
Minister’s Office).  

In the formative years of Israel’s nuclear project, an attitude of suspicion, 
and even hostility, towards state institutions under democratic control was 
part of the nuclear project’s organizational culture and ethos. Executive 
authority on the one hand and true democratic control on the other were 
perceived as polar opposites. This was perhaps primarily due to the nature 
of opacity as a national security commitment that meant keeping the gates 
of the nuclear project closed to anybody from the outside. Thus, the idea of 
independent state auditing and oversight was viewed as an anathema, an 
intrusion. Furthermore, until well into the 1980s, Israel had limited and 

 
48 Cohen (note 1); and Cohen (note 32). 
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rudimentary systems for state auditing, oversight and accountability. Those 
mechanisms were legally and organizationally oceans apart from what 
Israel has today. In those days the Ministry of Defence was not exposed to 
rigorous oversight. Israel was inured to the extensive use of secrecy on 
behalf of national security.49 It is also true that outside of Israel, especially 
in the 1950s and 1960s as nuclear weapons were first developed, extreme 
secrecy was the norm in nuclear weapon matters.50  

While the details regarding the oversight activities of the Knesset are not 
in the public domain, it is often stated by parliamentarians that more effect-
ive measures of parliamentary control have been installed into the system 
to oversee Israel’s secret organizations, including in the nuclear field. For 
example, since the late 1970s, the Defence and Foreign Affairs Committee 
of the Knesset has established eight permanent subcommittees to oversee 
various aspects of Israel’s defence bureaucracy, including one whose name 
is even classified and is apparently solely dedicated to nuclear matters. 
According to Yuval Steinitz, a member of Knesset and former chair of the 
committee, the subcommittee is regularly briefed on virtually all classified 
matters.51 

However, it is widely agreed that the Knesset’s oversight system over the 
defence establishment is fairly limited in scope and understaffed in struc-
ture. It is inferior in comparison with, for example, the system of oversight 
exercised by the US Congress. Israeli parliamentarians openly acknow-
ledge that the Knesset lacks the staff and resources to thoroughly oversee 
its defence bureaucracy in the way that the US Congress does.52 For 
example, the Knesset has no independent body of expertise (either factual 
or analytical) that allows it to scrutinize the executive branch in a meaning-
ful way. However, the basic barrier is that virtually all knowledge in this 
area is both classified and tightly held by the executive branch. Under the 

 
49 Galnoor, I. (ed.), Government Secrecy in Democracies (Harper & Row: New York, 1977); Hof-

nung, M., Bitchon hamedinah mul shilton hachok [Israel: security needs versus the rule of law 1948–
1991] (Nevo: Jerusalem, 1991); Yaniv, A. (ed.), National Security and Democracy in Israel (Lynne 
Rienner: Boulder, CO, 1993); and Ya’ari, A., Ha’derech mi’merchavia [The Road from Merhavia] (Or 
Yehuda: Kinneret, 2003), pp. 221–53.  

50 Rourke, F. E., Secrecy and Publicity: Dilemmas of Democracy (Johns Hopkins University Press: 
Baltimore, MD, 1961); Moynihan, D. P., Secrecy: The American Experience (Yale University Press: 
New Haven, CT, 1998); and Schwartz, S. I. (ed.), Atomic Audit: The Costs and Consequences of U.S. 
Nuclear Weapons Since 1940 (Brookings Institution: Washington, DC, 1998).  

51 The 7 official subcommittees are for Legislation, for Foreign Affairs and Publicity, for Intelli-
gence and Secret Services, for Personnel in the IDF, for Security Perception, for the State of Alert 
and Field Security, and for the Examination of Home-Front Readiness. The name of the additional 
subcommittee is apparently ‘strategic means’. Steinitz, Y., ‘Hapikuach haezrachi al Tzahal 
vehamimsad habitchoni’ [The civilian control of the IDF and the defence establishment], ed. G. 
Shefer, Tza’va  zava Shesh lo [An army that has a state: a new view on Israel’s security and security 
sector] (Van Leer: Jerusalem, 2007), pp. 71–76; and Alon, G., ‘Substandard subcommittees?’, 
Ha’aretz, 2 Apr. 2002. See also <http://www.knesset.gov.il/>.  

52 Steinitz (note 51). 
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present structural circumstances it is doubtful how effective the Knesset’s 
oversight capabilities could be.53  

The primary independent auditing and oversight authority in Israel is the 
State Comptroller’s Office. Until the late 1980s, the State Comptroller’s 
access to Israel’s defence establishment was limited to financial auditing, 
not policy oversight. The current version of Israel’s Basic Law on the State 
Comptroller, passed in 1988, provides the State Comptroller with virtually 
limitless scope and authority to audit both financial and policy outcomes.54 
Since that time, the State Comptroller has introduced a more rigorous and 
thorough system of auditing (and even policy oversight) into the entire 
defence structure.55 The principle became that no territory of the huge 
defence establishment is too sacred or too classified for proper auditing and 
oversight. It was in the 1990s that the State Comptroller established a 
permanent presence on site at the Negev Nuclear Research Center (as well 
as at several other sensitive defence facilities).56  

Nevertheless, the question of auditing and oversight of the nuclear com-
plex remains problematic—indeed unsatisfactory—in at least two fund-
amental ways. First, there is the issue of the lack of visibility of the over-
sight system. Although there are claims about new mechanisms and pro-
cedures of democratic control that may have been installed within the 
system, these are virtually invisible to the public eye. Since the scope and 
effectiveness of those changes are invisible, any public assessment of their 
value is impossible. For example, absolutely none of the various reports of 
the State Comptroller on nuclear matters is public. In principle, the State 
Comptroller is committed to release as much as possible of its findings on 
the defence establishment to the public. Moreover, if and when open 
reports are impossible due to security concerns, there are non-classified 
summaries of the full classified reports. However, the nuclear issue is 
viewed as fundamentally different. The State Comptroller treats every 
aspect of its reports on the nuclear issue as classified. Its reports on this 
matter are considered so secretive that some of them are not even shared 
with the Knesset.  

 
53 In Dec. 2004 a 3-man panel, headed by former minister (and former member of Knesset) 

Amnon Rubinstein with 2 former chiefs of staff, submitted to the Knesset a critical report on the 
question of executive and parliamentary oversight of the defence establishment in Israel. The report 
refers to the Israeli system of executive oversight of the defence establishment as ‘partial, flawed and 
arbitrary’. Alon, G., ‘Panel: monitoring the defence system is flawed’, Ha’aretz, 26 Dec. 2004.  

54 According to Article 2 of the Israel State Comptroller Basic Law, the mission of the State 
Comptroller is to (a) ‘audit the economy, the property, the finances, the obligations and the adminis-
tration of the State, of Government Ministries, of all enterprises, institutions, or corporations of the 
State, of Local Authorities’; and to (b) ‘inspect the legality, integrity, managerial norms, efficiency 
and economy of the audited bodies, as well as any other matter which he deems necessary’. Basic 
Law: State Comptroller, passed by the Knesset 15 Feb. 1988, <http://www.mevaker.gov.il/serve/site/ 
english/eyesod.asp>. 

55 Ya’ari (note 49). 
56 Ya’ari (note 49); and Cohen (note 32), p. 208. 
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On both the symbolic and practical level such extreme secrecy stands at 
odds with the very idea of the State Comptroller as the public watchdog. 
The credibility of the Comptroller’s reports depends, to a large extent, on 
their public visibility. Without such visibility, a great deal of the democratic 
credibility of public auditing and oversight is lost. 

Second, there is the issue of the effectiveness of the oversight mech-
anisms that are in place. For example, a ministerial report to Prime Mini-
ster Ariel Sharon in 2004 acknowledged the structural weaknesses of the 
Prime Minister’s Office maintaining control over the organizations that are 
secret or otherwise kept out of the public eye. The report recommended 
the creation of a permanent mechanism within the Prime Minister’s Office, 
run by a minister, whose sole task would be the executive oversight of the 
state secret organization, including monitoring and following up on the 
annual classified reports of the State Comptroller.57 The fact that Sharon 
accepted those recommendations is a clear indication that even he 
recognized that there is a need to design an executive system of control and 
oversight over his own secret organizations.58 In 2009 Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu appointed a special minister, Dan Meridor, to be in 
charge of oversight on the three secret organizations under the Prime 
Minister’s Office.59 

Despite these changes, in general Israeli civil society has virtually no 
access to the nuclear arena. The public is neither aware of the country’s 
nuclear developments, nor does Israel attempt to promote transparency 
and openness in domestic nuclear-related matters.    

V. Conclusions 

The interest in advancing democratic norms and values regarding open 
government (e.g. transparency and accountability, freedom of information, 
etc.) is a new phenomenon worldwide as well as a normative interest. For 
the most part, these ideas were introduced, both at the scholarly and the 
citizenry levels, beginning in the mid-1960s.60 The application of ‘trans-
parency’ to nuclear-related matters is even more recent.61  

 
57 Benn (note 24).  
58 Benn (note 24). 
59 Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Dan Meridor, MK: Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of 

Intelligence and Atomic Energy (Likud)’, Feb. 2003, <http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFAArchive/ 
2000_2009/2003/2/Dan+Meridor.htm>. 

60 Florini, A., ‘The end of secrecy’, Foreign Policy (summer 1998); Theoharis, A. G. (ed.), A Culture 
of Secrecy: The Government versus the People’s Right to Know (University Press of Kansas: Lawrence, 
KS, 1998); and Westwick, P. J., ‘In the beginning: the origin of nuclear secrecy’, Bulletin of Atomic 
Scientists, vol. 56, no. 6 (Nov./Dec. 2000). E.g. The US Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) was only 
conceived in the late 1950s, debated in the 1960s, and enacted in 1966. It is only in the last 20 years 
that other democratic countries (including Israel) have adopted their own versions of the FOIA. 
Currently, the idea of freedom of information is understood as part of the code of human rights, 
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By the early 1990s, there was a solid body of literature about nuclear 
custodianship and command and control, almost exclusively from the per-
spective of civil–military relations studies and organizational theory.62 The 
question of democratic control of nuclear weapons was hardly touched. 
Robert Dahl was one of the first few scholars of democracy who, in 
response to the anti-nuclear protests of the 1980s, called attention to the 
‘tragic paradox’ which nuclear weapons pose for liberal democracy. As he 
put it: ‘No decisions can be more fateful for Americans, and for the world, 
than decisions about nuclear weapons. Yet, these decisions have largely 
escaped the control of democratic process’.63 International law scholar 
Richard Falk argued similarly that nuclear weapons create ‘structural 
necessities’ which contradict the spirit of democratic governance.64 While 
the general claim was that nuclear weapons by their very nature corrode 
and corrupt democratic rule, there was little empirical research on this 
issue, partially because worldwide data was largely unavailable.  

This background is relevant in assessing the Israeli case. Israel initiated 
its nuclear weapon programme in the same period that the Manhattan Pro-
ject came into being, in an era when nuclear secrecy was the norm. Israel 
started its nuclear pursuit in a world that preceded the NPT—a world with-
out clear international norms on nuclear proliferation—virtually in parallel 
to the nuclear pursuits of China and France. While China and France con-
ducted nuclear tests to signal their crossing of the nuclear threshold—
moving from the phase of near-total secrecy to functional secrecy—Israel 
took a different path. Why was this the case? 

Israel had a population of less than two million people when it initiated 
its nuclear programme and it lacked the status and political influence of 
China and France. Technically, Israel could have tested its first nuclear 
device sometime in late 1966, when it completed the research and develop-
ment phase of its programme, but it chose not to for political reasons. 
Instead, Israel chose to cloak its nuclear weapon programme in secrecy and 
enforce a policy of nuclear opacity.65 Israeli leaders believed then, as they 

 
treating the citizen’s right to know as a fundamental human right. The political culture related to the 
freedom of information, which this volume is part of, is all but a new phenomenon.   

61 Zarimpas, N. (ed.), SIPRI, Transparency in Nuclear Warhead and Materials: The Political and 
Technical Dimensions (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2003). 

62 Bracken, P., The Command and Control of Nuclear Forces (Yale University Press: New Haven, 
CT, 1983); Feaver, P. D., Guarding the Guardians: Civilian Control of Nuclear Weapons in the United 
States (Cornell University Press: Ithaca, NY, 1992); and Sagan, S. D., The Limits of Safety: Organ-
isation, Weapons and Nuclear Weapons (Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, 1995). 

63 Dahl, R. A., Controlling Nuclear Weapons: Democracy versus Guardianship (Syracuse University 
Press: Syracuse, NY, 1985), p. 5. 

64 Cohen, A. and Lee, S. (eds), Nuclear Weapons and the Future of Humanity (Rowman & Allan-
held: Totowa, NJ, 1986), pp. 437–56. 

65 Technologically, Israel could have conducted a nuclear test that would have qualified it as an 
NPT nuclear weapon state. See note 5. See also Rabinowitz, O., ‘The path to legitimate bomb’, 
Ha’aretz, 30 May 2010, <http://www.haaretz.co.il/hasite/spages/1171225.html>. 
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still do, that Israel’s national security requires a nuclear posture of opacity, 
not transparency. By 1969 the USA agreed that opacity was the only way 
under which Israel could keep its nuclear capabilities.66  

By the 1970s, Israeli policymakers recognized that opacity would mean a 
long-term commitment to total nuclear secrecy at the expense of trans-
parency. A great deal of attention was paid to designing a reliable command 
and control system, a system that would subject Israel’s nuclear assets to 
the tightest means of civilian–executive control without compromising the 
security requirements of nuclear opacity. The focus was on expediency and 
prudence. Very little attention and care, if any, was given to the non-
democratic nature of the commitment to nuclear opacity. Nobody pressed 
such questions; the public endorsed opacity without asking too many 
questions. 

The difficulty of assessing Israel’s nuclear situation through the lens of 
democratic control is twofold: conceptual and factual.  

On the conceptual side, there is the difficulty of defining what constitutes 
proper democratic control. If the question of democratic control is defined 
broadly in terms of open procedures, norms and measures of transparency, 
and by the level of the involvement of a democratic citizenry, there is no 
doubt that Israel’s conduct of opacity is at odds with democratic control. 
Defined in those terms, the commitment to opacity places the Israeli 
nuclear case at the non-democratic end of the comparative spectrum.     

However, if democratic control is conceptualized as something defined 
and measured by the existence of a plurality of institutions and pro-
cedures—some more visible and public than others—then the Israeli case is 
more complex and subtle. If this is the case, then opacity can still be con-
sistent, at least in principle, with the legal requirements of due process. 
However, even within the well-defined parameters of opacity, there is still 
room for the introduction of reforms in the areas of democratic oversight 
and accountability.  

On the factual side, there is the difficulty in obtaining public information 
about the Israeli nuclear situation. Ultimately, it is this factual void, and not 
the conceptual difficulty, that creates suspicion. The real issue is not the 
intentions of the IAEC leadership or the commitment of the Knesset and 
the State Comptroller’s Office to the norms of oversight and accountability, 
but rather the fundamental policy of opacity with which they must comply.  

A commitment to nuclear opacity has inescapable consequences for the 
question of democratic control. First and foremost, Israel’s nuclear opacity 
necessitates strict secrecy. As long as Israel maintains its commitment to 
the policy of opacity the way that it is practised today, the scope of dem-

 
66 Cohen, A. and Burr, W., ‘Israel crosses the threshold’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, vol. 62, 

no. 3 (May/June 2006), pp. 22–30.  
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ocratic reform and democratic control remains limited. In practical terms, 
this means that democratic reforms and oversight can only be conducted 
through classified or other invisible bodies. The fundamental situation is 
that under the regime of nuclear opacity there is almost no space for open 
and public democratic control.  
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