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Editor’s Preface to the Fall 2003 Edition 
 
The American Undergraduate Journal of Politics & Government provides a unique opportunity for 
outstanding undergraduate papers to be published in a competitive, bi-annual platform.  Now in its sixth 
edition, the Journal has established itself and the work it publishes, and we hope to continue bringing the 
best in undergraduate research in politics and government to the academic community. 
 
As the first Editor-in-Chief to have not served on the original Journal staff, my experience has represented 
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to teach the next generation of editors.  I would like to thank the Editorial Board and the Advisory Board, 
composed of the most dedicated and knowledgeable political scientists Purdue has to offer, for their 
innumerable hours of hard work and dedication.  Perhaps the only thing more gratifying than working with 
you all is knowing that the Journal will continue on in good hands.  Furthermore, we appreciate the 
encouragement we have received from the National Pi Sigma Alpha Office, as well as from the Purdue 
University Department of Political Science, especially from department head Dr. William Shaffer.  Finally, 
we greatly appreciate the guidance we have received from Dr. William McLauchlan, whose tireless support 
and commitment as our Faculty Advisor have made this publication possible. 
 
Thank You. 
 
Daniel Patrick Kensinger 
Editor-in-Chief 
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New Labour and the Role of the State 
 

Craig Hilts 
Wake Forest University 

 

The Labour governments of 1997 and 2001 have been widely analyzed and discussed regarding 
policy proposals and ideology. Their policies suggest that New Labour lacks a clear ideology and the 
"Third Way" that they have offered has not given a clear vision of what the party stands for. Determining 
the role of the state in the New Labour governments allows for a clearer understanding of Labour’s 
purpose and ideology. The state under Labour acts as a coordinator of market and non-market 
interactions, designed to improve both private markets and public institutions. New Labour’s purpose is to 
improve the relationship between embedded markets and non-market areas to enable both to work in the 
public interest. The policies of the first two terms of government have not yet matched the rhetoric. New 
Labour will need to show a stronger commitment to the public interest in order to succeed in its objectives. 

 
New Labour has consistently expressed throughout the course of their project that its major policy 

goals involve the achievement of social justice and economic growth.  However, a clear route map to 
achieve those goals has not been so well illustrated.  Much of this lack of ideological coherence results 
from a changing role of the state in both economic and social policy.  New Labour’s use of the state 
presents a role that is significantly different from that those used by past Labour and Conservative 
governments.  New Labour’s understanding of the relationship between the market and the state is a key 
element in explaining state action.  New Labour seeks to coordinate market activities and state action in 
order to meet the public interest, rather than promoting the market and the state against the other.  The role 
of the state that results from this is one that demonstrates similarities with past governments, but the basis 
for state action cannot be placed into the left and right ideologies of the past. 

The question of whether to promote the market or the state as a solution to economic and social 
problems has been the standard of difference between the left and the right throughout the post-World War 
II era.  Old Labour tended to see the market as the cause of inequalities and sought to enhance the role of 
the state to achieve equality.  The New Right tends to see the state as a cause of economic inefficiency and 
promotes the role of the market in correcting these inefficiencies.  Each political party had a boundary 
between the market and the state, and the position of that boundary would depend on the size and scope of 
the state.  The boundary’s position then determines what the role of the state is to be.   

Old Labour’s boundary was on the left and the role of the state in economic policy was to plan 
how the market operated.  The objective of social policy was to provide universal public services intended 
to redistribute opportunity and to promote equality by decreasing class divisions.  Economic slowdown and 
the perceived failures of the state during the 1970s allowed the New Right to come to power with an 
alternative position for the boundary between the state and the market.  Its solution has been to decrease the 
role of the state in the economy and allow the free market to direct economic activity.  The right also 
promotes the withdrawal of the state in social provision in order to form a safety net that helps those who 
failed in the market.  The state moves towards a minimalist position, focusing on the removal of barriers to 
economic activity. 

While this boundary is crucial to determining the position and the role of the state in economic and 
social policy, the relationship between the state and the citizen is also an essential factor.  Old Labour took 
a centralist and authoritive approach, focusing on class differences for policy direction.  The post-1979 
Conservative governments took an individualistic approach and focused on easing individual failures rather 
than correcting inequalities.  Both the left and the right constructed their route maps for economic and 
policies based on their perception of where the boundary between the state and the market should be and 
how they understood the relationship between the state and the citizen.  New Labour has attempted to 
define itself as different fro m both traditions.  The ideological ambiguity in their positions has left 
uncertainty as to what role the state plays in both economic and social policy.  Efforts to define this prior to 
and since 1997 have achieved little success.  However, examining New Labour’s initial position and 
evaluating its actions in government presents a clearer picture of the role of the state.  In not favoring 
market or non-market areas, New Labour has established a preference for coordinating the interactions of 
market and non-market areas in a manner hoped to meet the public interest. 



Initial Positions in 1997 
 

New Labour inherited a state, economy, and society that was directly and heavily influence by the 
Thatcherite agenda.  Electoral success depends on moving to the center to regain public confidence behind 
a Labour government.  It was recognised that it was necessary for New Labour to accept the changes made 
by the Conservatives and pursue reform based on the demands of modern politics.   The approach presented 
by New Labour recognises new demands and presents a policy approach that does not operate with a 
boundary between the market and the state.  Instead of a boundary, the approach attempts to discern how 
the market and the state can interact with one another to serve the public interest.  The question in 
economic policy has become how the state can improve the market.  The question in social policy, 
similarly, is how the state and market can improve social provision.  Rather than the market or the state 
providing the road map for economic and social policies, New Labour intends to make them work together 
in various ways to achieve the goals of social justice and economic efficiency.  The relationship between 
the market and the state is complex; while markets are intended to enhance economic efficiency, they are 
also intended to build social justice.  Public services have a similar purpose; they are intended to address 
the conditions necessary for the achievement of social justice, as well as to promote economic efficiency.  
The lack of a clear boundary is much of the reason that New Labour has not been able to lay out a clear 
philosophy.  Their task has been to find a new way to describe a role of the state that is neither left nor 
right.   
 A key factor in explaining the role of the state and the market is understanding the relationship of 
the citizen to the market and state.  New Labour’s understanding of the relationship between the state and 
the citizen has been clear throughout both governments.  Rather than a paternalistic or strictly 
individualistic view, New Labour has taken a partnership approach.  The Old Labour approach was based 
on the notion that the individual has the right to universal public provision and protection from market 
failure.  The New Right approach is a move towards means-tested provision in the event of market failure 
in which the individual has the responsibility to ensure his or her own success.  The New Labour approach 
is a combination of rights and responsibilities.  Everyone has the right to universal public provision and 
protection from market failure, but also has the responsibility to use the available resources provided to 
ensure their own success.  This approach has been a consistent element in New Labour’s governing strategy 
throughout the extent of the project. 

The initial understanding of the relationship between the market and the state was not based on a 
judgment of boundaries between the two distinct polarities, but rather an attempt to solve how the market 
and the state should co-exist.  The political debate initiated by New Labour is not to be market versus state.   

 
The case being made here is that to debate the balance between market and state is to misconstrue 
the issue; the real question is what sort of markets we want to create and what sort of state we 
want to develop, not how much we have of each.  The false polarity of state versus market fails to 
capture the essential differences that exist between economies in the advanced capitalist world, or 
the essential choices we face in reforming these societies.1 
  
The relationship between the individual and the state, as well as the individual and the market, are 

crucial variables in explaining how the market and the state are to co-exist.  New Labour takes a more 
traditionally neo-liberal approach to understanding the role of the individual in the market.  It is the 
responsibility of the individual to work for success in the market.  The state has a role in enabling the 
individual to achieve such success, and provides opportunity to individuals through public services.  An 
individual has the right to services designed to provide opportunity to achieve prosperity, but also has the 
responsibility to use those opportunities provided to achieve improved outcomes.  New Labour also 
recognizes the need to assist those individuals who do not succeed in the market.  However, rather than 
separating the response to individual failures and the promotion of individual success, New Labour seeks to 
reconcile the treatment of failure with opportunity.  New Labour hopes to target the provisions of benefits 
to address the symptoms and causes of poverty or unemployment rather than only providing means-tested 
benefits.   

New Labour began with a markedly different understanding of the market than past Labour 
governments.  Tony Blair published a joint paper with German Chancellor Gerhard Schroder claiming, 
“Product market competition and open trade is essential to stimulate productivity and growth.  For that 
reason a framework that allows market forces to work properly is essential to economic success.”2  Gordon 
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Brown also shares a positive view of competitive markets: “We recognise the sharpest spur to innovation, 
efficiency and improvement is competition.”3   However, New Labour retains an important role for the state 
in a competitive market framework.  The chief role set out initially was the achievement of macroeconomic 
stability, flexible markets and the promotion of human and social capital.  While accepting the importance 
and apparent centrality of the market in the first term, New Labour has held a positive attitude towards the 
role of public services.  An active state is assumed to use the public sector to achieve fairer outcomes in the 
market.  An active state will also enhance the markets in the process of promoting individual opportunity.   
 
The First Term 1997-2001 
 
 New Labour began its first term with two major actions: first, upholding a manifesto pledge to 
follow Conservative spending limits for the first two years of a New Labour government; and second, 
giving control of interest rates to an independent Bank of England.  The fiscal pledge acted as a fiscal 
straightjacket on New Labour for the first two years and limited the extent of any redistributive policies.  
The second policy was designed to allow New Labour to pursue macroeconomic stability in maintaining a 
commitment to low inflation.  Both actions also were designed as a reassurance to voters and an attempt to 
build a solid electoral coalition.  New Labour desperately sought economic credibility from voters and the 
financial markets.  New Labour’s fiscal policy was to be managed under the two rules: governments will 
only borrow to invest, and public debt as a proportion of gross domestic product (GDP) should be held at 
stable and prudent levels.   

New Labour’s economic policies reflect a Thatcherite, neo-liberal approach when considered on a 
general level.  Most commentators hold that there is significant continuity from the previous Conservative 
governments in economic policy, namely that Ne w Labour “shares with its Conservative predecessors the 
belief that government can primarily exercise an enabling influence, creating the conditions for economic 
prosperity that can only be delivered by individual economic agents.”4  Moran and Alexander also note a 
significant break from the Conservative era: New Labour “does not share the view that the effective 
functioning of markets demands ever more inequality.”5  Driver and Martell note the similarities and 
differences behind Brown’s prudence and purpose fiscal strategy. “To be prudent is to balance the nation’s 
finances and keep inflation under control.  The purpose is to spend the fruits of a strong economy on 
collective public services and welfare to the working poor.  Brown’s prudence echoes Thatcherite 
economic philosophy; his purpose doesn’t.”6 

New Labour’s acceptance of markets includes a commitment to allowing free and flexible capital 
markets because of the significance of globalisation.  Prior to the 1997 election and throughout the first 
term, Blair and Brown consistently used the rhetoric of globalisation as a means of enhancing the focus of 
macroeconomic stability.  New Labour promotes macroeconomic stability as a necessary element in 
attracting investment in a globalised economy.  Stability requires low inflation and competitiveness which 
would give businesses confidence in the economy and encourage investment.  “Monetary and fiscal 
stability is a necessary pre-condition for national economic success. For in a global economy, funds will 
flow to those countries whose policies inspire confidence.”7  The incentives for increases in investment are 
aimed at private capital and New Labour is opposed to the use of direct capital controls by the state.  
Stability is a necessary condition, but microeconomic intervention is to be the means towards achieving “an 
explicit objective of a Labour government” of raising “the trend rate of growth by strengthening our 
wealth-creating base.”8  This is intended to be accomplished by increasing productivity.  The keys to 
increasing productivity for New Labour are investment in human capital, the promotion of competition and 
supporting entrepreneurial activities.  Investment in human capital in the form of education and training is 
designed to promote a skilled and flexible work force that is needed to meet the challenges of a global 
knowledge economy.   

New Labour’s social policy goals are also an important factor in explaining the relationship 
between the state and the market.  New Labour’s social policy is centred on the understanding of the 
relationship between the state and the individual as well as the individual and the market described above.  
The theme of rights and responsibilities is correspondingly present throughout the social policy approach.   
 

New Labour’s social policy approach demonstrated what has been termed “selective universality.”  
Public services are universal, but provision of benefits is targeted to meet specific needs of those 
in poverty or the ‘socially excluded.’  Social exclusion is understood as a dynamic process, 



meaning that one event or an outcome will affect future events and future outcomes.  This is 
central to Blair’s idea that, “poverty is multi-dimensional.  It is not only about money.  It is also 
about jobs, access to public services, environment and ambition.  It is about education, housing, 
the local environment, training, jobs, your house and family life, being free from crime and 
drugs.”9  The problem of social exclusion is that one aspect of exclusion will likely lead to further 
aspects of exclusion and ultimately poverty.  The targeting aspects of New Labour’s policies in its 
first term were designed to address existing social inequalities.  The understanding behind this 
approach was that existing social inequalities meant that “universal benefits would fail to promote 
social equality, in fact, the most excluded would benefit the least.  Put another way, policies which 
aspire to more universal values of social justice cannot be attempted until social exclusion has 
been eradicated.10   
 
New Labour also specifically treats unemployment as the cause of poverty and highlights child 

poverty as a result of unemployment.  Gordon Brown makes this clear:  
 
When we came into office, four and a half million adults lived in households where nobody 
worked, double the level of twenty years ago.  Nearly one in five children were growing up in 
households where no one is working, twice the rate of France and four times the rate of Germany.  
And the reason that this issue of unemployment poses a massive challenge is that it is now the 
primary cause of poverty.11   
 
New Labour focuses on unemployment in their reform of the welfare state.  The centerpiece of 

reform has been the New Deal, a policy that takes a “welfare-to-work” approach to welfare provision.  The 
approach involves personal attention to the individual needs of the unemployed and providing direct 
assistance to them in obtaining a job.  Polly Toynbee touts the success of the program, not only in getting 
people into jobs, but also because “it established in the public imagination the idea that the welfare state 
does good: welfare well-managed can lead people forward to independence.  As unemployment fell, so did 
the social security budget and the general misconception of a crisis.”12   

The other major parts of New Labour’s social policy involve commitments to improve the health 
care and education systems.  The idea promoted is that public services needed to be “modernised” after 
nearly two decades of neglect.  New Labour has initially focused on pursuing reforms in the key sectors 
rather than increasing spending.   

Tony Blair’s most quoted statement prior to the 1997 election was his top three priorities being 
“education, education, and education.”  The emphasis on education was emphasised, given its key role as 
an economic policy, as well as a social policy.  Despite the emphasis, New Labour’s educational policy 
shows a great deal of continuity from previous Conservative governments, but with certain differences.  
The most notable separation is in the method of achieving high standards.  Driver and Martell comments 
that while New Labour has kept many of the Conservative reforms, namely the 1988 Education Act, “it is 
also true that Labour does not share the Conservatives’ faith in market forces as the main tool for raising 
standards.  Instead, Labour’s approach to education reform was to get its hands on the levers of power.”13  
Spending increases after 1998 have been delivered with requirements of meeting standards set by the 
government.  Standards are the favored approach of targeting improvements in poorer areas, as evidenced 
by the creation of Education Action Zones.   

New Labour also has entered into government with an ambitious approach to “save the NHS.”  
The government began by initiating reforms designed to alter previous Conservative reforms.  The biggest 
target has been the internal market.  Reform is to be accomplished by changing the competitive relationship 
between purchasers and providers into a more cooperative relationship.  Tony Blair introduced spending 
increases in 2000 and promised more in the future.  The promise of spending increases was accompanied 
by the establishment of higher standards and central control over how the money would be spent.  The 
central control of the plan led to an observation that, “for all Labour’s critics on the Left, the NHS plan was 
as close to old-style central planning as a government embracing market forces was likely to get.”14 

It would seem to suggest that education and health policies show evidence that New Labour has a 
very central role for the state.  However, while central organization of policy is evident, the delivery of 
services is subject to less state control.  The delivery of public services is founded in a pragmatic approach: 
they should be delivered in order to best suit the particular needs of the users.  This approach allows New 
Labour to use private-sector ideas in the delivery of public services.  The involvement of the private sector 
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was not designed to promote markets and “did not just mean private involvement; it also implied new 
forms of management that would address one of the most widely noted features of the public services: too 
much discretion for service providers.”15  This effort to improve the local delivery of services to suit 
individual needs is consistent with the government’s approach to fighting social exclusion.16  The state 
maintains a central role in controlling where money goes and implementing reforms as to how it is spent, 
but delivery is not necessarily controlled by the state.   

 
Assessment: The Roles of the State and the Market 
 

The acceptance of a positive role for markets by New Labour has been the source of much 
criticism from the left, often resulting in accusations that New Labour is simply a continuation of 
Thatcherism.  However, while the positive view of markets is different, it not synonymous with that of the 
right.  Stephen Fielding accurately assesses the role of markets in New Labour by stating, “If markets had 
advance centre stage and state intervention had shuffled to the wings, the former as much as the latter was 
considered to be merely a means and not an end.  Thus society had to become fairer as a result of economic 
progress.  This meant certain standards had to be imposed on the market by govern ment.”17  While 
Conservatives have sought to create markets through rolling back the state, New Labour has focused on 
improving markets that already exist and reforming those that do not bring desired outcomes. Markets are 
expected to produce economic growth, but would not produce such growth alone and market-led growth 
could produce inequalities if not regulated by the state.  New Labour also has a broader understanding of 
the state’s role in market failure.  The response to market failure or prevention of market failures requires 
an active state response that addresses the causes of individual and market failures.   

The state retains an important and essential role in promoting economic growth.  It has been 
suggested that the state’s role in the economy is  to act as a lubricator working with private industry to help 
the economy move forward.18  This idea follows Blair’s suggestion that “the state should not row, but steer: 
not so much control, as challenge.”19  It is necessary to examine how New Labour has progressed in its 
second term and how their view has changed, as the role of the state is still a work in progress.  Before 
doing so, the role of the state in social policy needs to be presented, as it is a very important factor in New 
Labour’s agenda and is vital to the success of their economic policy.   

The role of the state in social policy has been suggested to be an “enabling state.”  In Gordon 
Brown’s view: 

To tackle the social injustices that still remain the state will have to give power away, not just 
devolving power to empower local communities, but also enabling community and voluntary 
organisations to do more.  This new relationship brings a new understanding to the rights and 
responsibilities of the citizen and to the reach and role of Government. It involves a credible and 
radical view of citizenship as responsible citizenship and a new view of the state as an enabling 
state.20 

For Brown, the state is an enabler of other forms of provision.  Blair has stressed a different role of 
the enabling state in speaking in terms of enabling individuals to succeed in the modern economy : 

The successful economy also must invest heavily in human capital, technology and infrastructure. 
Education is a top economic as well as social priority. High levels of unemployment and social 
exclusion do not just disfigure society; they waste the national resource of human talent… This is 
the role of the enabling state.21 

While it is true New Labour wants to the state to play an enabling role both in encouraging other 
forms  of provision and in helping individuals succeed, this view does not accurately describe the role of the 
state in social policy.  Ian Taylor recognizes that the idea of an enabling state was initially a rightwing idea 
applied to the delivery of public services so as to withdraw the state to allow other forms of provision and 
create a market in the process.22  He draws a valid point on the idea of an enabling state: 
 

For all the posturing of the previous Conservative and current Labour administration, the notion of 
an enabling state in its very guises may be regarded as something of a fallacy.  Whatever new 
structures evolve and whatever frameworks central government established to implement change, 
the state will need to provide a bulk of the support for public services.  The state still provides, but 



as under the Conservatives, the question of how far it should provide universal benefits and 
services to all remains the key issue in public policy.  Whereas the Conservatives placed the idea 
of the enabling state to the provision of public services, New Labour is applying it to benefit as 
well.  The enabling was, and is likely to remain a devise in the providing state to raise awareness 
of and encourage different forms of delivery and participation.23   

 
An observation can be made that the role of the state for New Labour is to act as a coordinator of a 

network of policies designed to achieve social justice and economic growth.  It is observable how New 
Labour presents an agenda of reinforcing policies designed to complement each other in achieving major 
goals.  The role for the government is to create a coherent set of policies that can be carried out effectively 
and efficiently.  The more difficult aspect is to use the state to make these policies work effectively and 
efficiently, as success in one area often depends on success in another.  The most important aspect in this 
framework is short-term economic performance, as Andrew Gamble and Gavin Kelly suggests:  

 
Labour may no longer articulate many of the themes which used to identify social democracy, but 
it is still a party of social reform and active government, with an increasingly unified economic 
and social policy.  Its hopes of holding its electoral coalition together and implementing its wider 
programme of reforms depend more than ever on its economic policy being a success.24 
 
This idea fits with New Labour’s approach of finding “joined-up solutions to joined-up problems.”  

This approach devolves responsibility to local actors in order to meet specific policy goals that fit into the 
overall structure.  It is also consistent with the reforms designed to “break down vertical institutional 
barriers in order to delivery coherent policies, insulated from the predations of individual government 
departments jealously guarding ‘their’ territory.”25  New Labour has used new methods to ensure 
cooperation and consistency between policy areas.  Cross-departmental units identify specific policy needs 
in various departmental areas and then oversee departmental policy coordination to meet the different needs 
to solve a complex problem.  An example is the Social Exclusion Unit, an agency designed to reduce social 
exclusion (and lead to greater equality) by researching the causes of social exclusion and reporting policy 
changes or specific targets to individual departments or local actors.  Other such units are the 
Neighbourhood Renewal Unit, Regional Coordination Unit, and the Strategy Unit.  These units have an 
important role in policy formulation, and are each located in central offices, namely the Cabinet Office and 
the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.  This centralisation of power and policy coordination allows for 
greater central control over policy and allows top officials to initiate and coordinate policies.   

The 1997 manifesto promises “a new partnership with business to improve the competitiveness of 
British industry for the 21st century, leading to faster growth.”26  It has been said the government needs to 
establish the conditions necessary for the private sector to invest and grow.  The government also promotes 
flexible labour and capital markets that adjust to the needs of the economy.  New Labour’s first-term 
economic policy was undoubtedly pro-business, as short-term economic growth was essential to 
establis hing economic competence and, hence, reelection.  New Labour’s social policies were often 
justified by the contribution to the economy rather than contributions to equality.  Tony Blair’s speech 
introducing the New Deal for young people is no exception:   
 

The New Deal is about opportunities; opportunities for young people to gain skills, to become 
independent, to work and prosper; opportunities for business to recruit the people they need with 
the skills they need; opportunities to grow.  And the New Deal is also about partnerships with 
business. Without business involvement, there is no New Deal opportunity for young people. And 
business commitment and skills of the young people it recruits. Business provides opportunity for 
young people. And business benefits from the commitment and skills of the young people it 
recruits.  That is a genuine partnership.27 

 
Turing to New Labour’s second term allows for a further examination of policy coordination and 

to consider how New Labour is changing its use of the state to achieve its goals of social justice and 
economic growth.  The goal here is to establish a coordination strategy and to examine the relationship 
between the state and the market in the context of the state coordinating policy, to have positive impacts on 
the market, and for the market to have positive impacts in non-market areas.   
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The Second Term 
 

On 7 June 2001 New Labour achieved a major goal of its 1997-2001 government: reelection.  The 
idea put forward by New Labour is that they had laid the foundations for reform in the second term.  Blair 
began referring to New Labour as operating in phases.  The first involved modernising to win an election, 
the second involved building the foundations for the third phase, which pursued reform in the second 
term.28  The focus on New Labour’s economic policy has remained the same since 1997: macroeconomic 
stability and microeconomic intervention.  The commitment to greater competition and flexible markets has 
remained with no major policy changes.  The most notable initiatives have been to provide incentives for 
increased private investment.  The 2002 Budget called for tax cuts to small businesses and a research and 
development tax credit.  Other policy goals have been to increase investment in underdeveloped regions to 
address areas with more poverty and unemployment as well as a greater effort to provide incentive for 
businesses to train employees, including subsidization of training.   

Much of the reason for the lack of recent criticism of economic policies has been the general 
success of the economy relative to other industrialised countries.  In spite of the recent global downturn the 
British economy has grown at a more consistent rate than the euro area, Japan, and the US.  The UK has 
also performed considerably better when comparing unemployment rates, being lower than the euro area, 
Japan, and the US for the first time in fifty years.  Whether or not this performance cannot be solely 
credited to New Labour; they have been comparatively successful and been able to meet their primary 
economic goals.            

While the government does remain pro-business and committed to the market, it should be noted 
that New Labour has not moved any farther to the right.  They have not pressed for more neo-liberal 
reforms or solutions in economic policies, while becoming more ambitious on social policy.  The focus on 
public sector investment and reform involved raising taxes, which was done without any significant public 
opposition. This change in social policy and consistency in economic policy allows for a better picture of 
the relationship between the state and the market. 
 
Second Term Social Policy 

 
New Labour has attracted much attention to its commitments to improve public services 

throughout its second term.  Its commitment has been backed by large spending increases, especially in 
health and education. Tony Blair has stressed the idea that public services fulfil the idea of the enabling 
state, as he said in 2002: “The role of government today in enabling.  It is not the old controlling role of the 
state and it is not laissez-faire, free market economics.  This is about enabling people, equipping them to 
survive this process of change.”29  The key to the enabling state for Blair is high quality public services that 
meet individual needs.   

The vision of public services, described by John Reid,  
 
[I]s one where we open up the system to diversity, choice, flexibility of working, setting the 
creativity of local services free within a framework of national standards and systems  of 
accountability.  Our vision is not one of consumerism in public services, but of a partnership in 
which the users of services get more power and choice, but in return help the system to work 
better for the good of all.30 

   
The current debate on the National Health Service (NHS) and the creation of foundation hospitals 

is a striking example of New Labour reform efforts.  These efforts have also been met with much criticism 
from the left.  This debate raises an important difference between Old and New Labour and speaks directly 
to New Labour’s understanding of the role of the state.  To simply the issue, it involves creation of 
Foundation Trusts from NHS Trusts by granting foundation status to the best performing hospitals.  The 
major differences are that foundations will have “access to increased financial freedoms, including the 
freedom to borrow capital, sell off assets and retain surpluses.  They will see a relaxation of central control 
by the Department of Health. Linked to this will be greater management freedoms, including flexibilities to 
reward staff.  They will have to establish a new Board of Governors which will be elected in part by local 
communities.”31  Many on the left understand this to be privatisation and criticise it as undermining the role 
of public services.  While the state is opening up the operation of the public sector to market forces, this 



does not amount to a privatisation of the NHS.32  There is a difference between creating a market for public 
services and allowing market forces into the public sector.  Even so, the argument between New Labour’s 
biggest critics, especially Hattersley, takes place on two varying understandings of public services.  Colin 
Crouch recently published a Fabian pamphlet criticising the Government’s acceptance of private firms in 
the public sector.  The main point of his argument rests on his belief that “public services were designed to 
provide entitlements or rights – to education, health and social care – and that they did this through an 
equitable allocation of resources on a universal basis. The role now being given to private business in this 
field does not simply ignore this foundation, it actively undermines it.”33  Roy Hattersley shares this view 
and is quick to criticise openings to the private sector, believing that the evils of the market will soon 
follow.  Tony Wright has addressed these types of criticisms as stemming from “a tradition that was more 
concerned with the idea of public service that the reality.”34  Wright also addresses a key fault in the 
arguments of Hattersley by arguing that, in the past, the left failed to improve the operation of public 
services, and their failures left them to the will of the right.  The reality is that after nearly decades under 
public sector cutbacks and emergence of private alternatives, maintaining the status quo is not the answer.  
He writes, “If non-market provision is to survive, it has to be combined with high quality.  Without this 
people will increasingly seek to abandon public for private provision.  This is why it is imperative for the 
left to rethink the idea of the public domain and the public interest, with a clear focus on the public service 
rather than the public sector.”35           
  The state does allow market forces to enter into the provision of public services, but the 
state also retains strict control over where market forces have an effect.  Under New Labour, public 
services retain the purpose of providing entitlements or rights to universal services, but their functional 
purpose is to address the specific needs of the users of each service.  The argument is that universal public 
services that meet the needs for all individuals will have the best success in improving the life chances for 
all.   

An important observation on the ideological differences between Old Labour and New Labour can 
be made from this argument concerning the allowance of market forces into public services.  However, this 
debate is more ideologically driven that it should be.  Foundation hospitals are not a question of public 
versus private or nationalisation versus privatisation, but rather centralism versus pluralism.  John Kay 
notes that the debate on centralism and pluralism is very important to the debate on the state and the 
market.  Recognising that nationalisation was off political agendas, he writes, “The road ahead becomes 
clearer if privatisation is off the agenda.  Many people who would prefer the state to the market would also 
prefer a pluralist solution to a centralised one.  If the choice is between profit motive and public service, 
they prefer public service.  If the choice is between central direction and local autonomy, they prefer 
autonomy.”36  New Labour is attempting to address the balance between centralism and pluralism in 
seeking central direction and pluralist responsiveness.  The question of centralism and pluralism leads to 
another important aspect of the ideological differences in the question of individualism.     
 As explained earlier, New Labour defines the relationship between the state and the individual in 
terms of a partnership: the state enables individuals to succeed and individuals hold the responsibility of 
taking advantage of opportunities.  Many of New Labour’s policies are then directed at meeting individual 
needs, especially in fighting poverty.  Hattersley retains the position that the state should act in a manner 
that imposes equality, rather than creating conditions for equality.37  However, noble as this position may 
be, history shows that state efforts to impose equality will not meet the needs of individual citizens and will 
be met with hostility.  New Labour hopes to allow greater equality to emerge by ensuring that all 
individuals have the necessary services available, delivered at a high quality to enable them to have the 
opportunity to succeed in the market economy, and supported by the maintenance and incremental 
increases of an electorally acceptable distribution of wealth that better enables individuals to take 
advantage of opportunities provided and earned. 
 
The State as a Coordinator 

 
The observation of the state acting as a coordinator of a network of policies designed to achieve 

social justice and economic growth remains the best possible characterization of the state under New 
Labour.  This model is simplistic, in that it leaves a great number of possible actions and does not prescribe 
any policy directions.  However, its simplicity is intended, as its offers the best possible model to evaluate 
more important questions in characterizing New Labour’s state.  The important questions are of the 
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relationship between the state and the market and of the role of the market within a policy network. 
  The most notable and insightful attempt to define this relationship is put forth by Gordon 
Brown in a speech to the Social Market Foundation in February 2003.  The main theme of the speech is 
about public interest: 
 

The argument that is often put as public versus private, or markets versus state, does not reflect the 
complexity of the challenges we face: that markets are part of advancing the public interest and the 
left are wrong to say they are not; but also that market are not always in the public interest and the 
right is wrong to automatically equate the imposition of markets with the public interest.  The 
challenge for us now, while remaining true to our values and goals, to have the courage to affirm 
that markets are a means of advancing the public interest; to strengthen markets where they work 
and to tackle market failures to enable markets to work better.38 
 
Brown emphasizes a test for the role of the state and of the market based around public interest.  

He recognizes that markets and states have often failed to advance the public interest in the past.  Brown 
puts forth a solution to areas where markets have failed and public provision have has not been successful:  
“It is only by developing decentralised non-market models for public provision that respond to people’s 
needs, extend choice and are equitable and efficient that we will show to those who assert that whatever the 
market failure the state failure will always be greater that a publicly funded and provided service can 
deliver efficiency, equity and be responsive to the consumer.”39   

Brown has opened up a debate concerning how to pursue the public interest in areas where 
markets fail and public provision has not met individual needs or has been inefficient.  Tony Wright 
highlights the importance of the question in referring it as “a crucial moment in the permanent debate 
between centralism and localism.”40 Wright concludes: “The boundaries of the state and market are in flux, 
and in many areas state and market do not inhabit the same territory.  How these boundaries are policed and 
regulated becomes a fundamental issue, if the test of public interest is to be the primary consideration.  In 
many respects the issue is not whether the state should be bigger or smaller, but how it can be smarter.41 

New Labour is working towards a model of the state acting as a coordinator of policies that 
manage the interactions of the state, market, and civil society using the test of the public interest as the 
deciding factor.  The state has different roles within this coordinating approach.  The state has an important 
role as an enabler of individuals, so as to maximize their abilities in market areas.  The state also acts as a 
regulator of actors within markets, so as to limit the negative consequences of markets in non-market areas.  
The state acts a lubricator by establishing the conditions that enables markets to work better.  The state acts 
as a provider in areas where markets are ineffective.  Lastly, the state acts as an organizer of provision 
when markets and state action fails to meet the public interest.   

For the state to fulfil all of the roles a great deal of coordination from the center must take place on 
two levels.  Coordination must occur first, on the level of the individual to ensure that that individual can 
succeed in the market and that the market does not negatively effect an individual’s life chances, and 
second, on a general level concerning domains of political, market, and social activities.  The state needs to 
manage the relationship between the state, market, and society, given the embeddedness of the three areas.  
The role of the state is not to build separations between the respective domains of the state, market, and 
society, but to act as a coordinator of the activities and influences that each domain has on the other.  The 
state discerns the positive elements of each domain and allows such activities to influence other domains, 
and seeks to maximize their potential contribution.  For example, public sector inefficiencies may be 
corrected by allowing elements of the market domain to penetrate the public sector and encourage more 
efficient outcomes.  An example of the social domain positively influencing the market would be 
education; in addition to having benefits to the individual, education can have a positive effect on the 
market by supplying a more knowledge and efficient workforce.   

The state role is crucial, as it must coordinate activities in an economy characterized by dynamism 
and interdependence of other domains. David Miliband illustrates this relationship: 

 
Each mixed economy, and each part of a mixed economy, has its own logic, institutions, and 
character based on a complex interdependence of state, market and citizen at local, regional and 
national level.  The point is not simply that regulation can increase competition, though this is of 
course true.  More important regulation or collective intervention of any kind changes 



competition: it changes the relative power of players in the market, changes the boundaries of 
competition and changes the rules.42 

 
The state’s role is more difficult in this sense, in that altering the interactions between two 

domains has the effect of changing other relationships elsewhere.  Hence, John Kay’s argument that a top-
down method to positively control or influence bottom-up relationships is often unsuccessful and can cause 
unintended consequences.43  This underscores the importance of building a “pluralistic regime of power.”44  
Establishing a cooperative and effective balance between central and local authority may be difficult to 
achieve, but such attempts are necessary if economic growth is to be combined with social justice.  Success 
is dependent on the ability of the central authority to provide successful direction and to coordinate 
policies, so as to have to provide the conditions and resources for successful local solutions. 
 
Requirements for Successful Coordination 
 

Past Labour governments have attempted to control the economic order of society by owning or 
influencing the commanding heights of the economy.  New Labour’s approach is quite different from that 
of old Labour governments, particularly that of 1945.  The problem with past attempts to control the 
existing economic order was that such plans could never be fully implemented or carried out because of 
existing restrictions to policy success.  Control of the commanding heights of the economy could not be 
effectively accomplished, because of circumstances like a large balance of payments deficit and the state of 
the world economy.  At any rate, even in perfect circumstances for implementation, it is unlikely that such 
plans for control of economic activity would succeed.  As markets are deeply embedded into social and 
political institutions, these institutions serve to uphold the dynamics of a market economy. If a central plan 
is implemented to change the functioning of the market, such a plan must also change political institutions 
and influence a change in social institutions in a manner that allows for the accommodation of the new 
structure of the market economy.   

It is obvious that New Labour is reluctant to use the state for any alteration of the operation of the 
market.  The state plays an active role in the market by providing regulation and incentives to alter the 
behaviour of actors within the market domain.  The market is understood as a firmly entrenched and 
dominant domain that can work in the public interest when influenced to do so.  The state has the role of 
establishing the conditions and providing incentives so that market forces can work in a manner consistent 
with its entrenched position, and exert a positive influence on social institutions in the form of fair rewards 
for contribution to the market process.  The relationship between the state and the market is essentially one 
of cooperation, but not just between state policy and market forces.  The state seeks to reform and alter 
itself and social institutions so as to be responsive to the positive forces of the market and in turn, the 
market will be positively enhanced by the improvement in those institutions.   

This represents an effort to achieve reform of non-market areas that is designed to regulate market 
influence in those areas in a manner that allows for further improvement in performance.  The success of 
such a project depends upon the willingness of a government to innovate and experiment with policies that 
are consistent with the economic order and enhance non-market areas through reform and the prevention of 
further domination of market in those area while allowing market values to enhance the performance of 
non-market areas.   

New Labour is attempting to use the state in various roles to positively enhance the interactions 
between individuals and the institutions surrounding their daily lives, in addition to coordinating 
cooperative relationships between the state, market, and society.  The achievement of this coordinating role 
will involve meeting not only specific policy challenges, but also continually addressing the limits of the 
market.  Success will require continually strengthening non-market areas from damaging market forces.  
Such strengthening often occurs against entrenched interests and, unless values of cooperation can 
influence market actors, these policies will very likely be unpopular and, hence, not implemented.  

New Labour is most ambitious in strengthening non-market areas against market forces in the 
long-term.  The Government has been increasingly determined to ensure opportunity and provide 
redistribution to children. Also, the centrality of education and training in improving the strength of labour 
relative to capital is central to New Labour’s long-term agenda.  However, these policies will be ineffective 
in achieving social change if the government is not able to engender positive and cooperative relationships 
between the market and socio-political domains.  If New Labour is willing to use the test of public interest 
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in coordinating interactions, it must be willing to take the necessary steps to ensure that the public interest 
is met and to show a willingness and capability of developing innovative methods of combining central 
control and local autonomy. 
 
Conclusion: The Next Phase 
 

These requirements fit squarely into New Labour’s politics.  Colin Leys explains that “politics are 
no longer about managing the economy to satisfy the demands of voters, they are increasingly about getting 
voters to endorse policies that meet the demands of capital.”45   This assessment addresses the political 
strategy that New Labour employs to maintain an electoral coalition.  Policies intended to benefit business 
are marketed to voters, and New Labour attempts to convince voters why such policies are necessary.  
What New Labour lacks and needs to do is to promote policies intended to benefit workers and non-
markets areas to businesses and convince them to support policies that are not necessarily pro-market, but 
are in the public interest.  It may be possible to bring market and non-market interests together into a single 
“public interest” if New Labour demonstrates a commitment to encouraging business to follow the public 
interest.  New Labour’s model of the coordinating state will depend on success in doing so.  If policies 
remain pro-market over public interest, it is likely that the private sector will be able to expand its influence 
over non-market areas according to the needs of capital.  New Labour must build a stronger commitment to 
promoting the public interest against private interests when market forces are damaging to non-market 
areas.   The public interest must be promoted to voters and business, effectively used to police the 
interactions between the public and private sectors, and allow each sector to improve the other sectors in a 
manner than allows the public interest to be advanced.  This will be necessary if successful coordination is 
to achieve economic growth and social justice. If New Labour falls short in the commitment to the public 
interest by allowing market forces to have too great an influence in non-market areas, the coordination will 
likely be ineffective.  However, if New Labour actively pursues and accepts responsibility for meeting the 
public interest, coordination could bring the desired results.   
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The politics of international relations become most complicated once weapons of mass destruction 

enter as a factor.  No state recognizes this threat more than Israel, whose military, the Israel Defense 
Force, has waged numerous wars with its Arab neighbors since its establishment in 1948.  Within this 
context, the author presents a description of Israel’s nuclear weapons capability, contrasts this capability 
with the capabilities of its most probable military opponents, and analyzes the usefulness of a nuclear 
deterrent as a national security policy. 
 
 Since its inception in 1948, the state of Israel has faced myriad external threats to its national 
security, ranging from hostile coalitions of neighboring Arab nation states to fundamentalist terrorist 
organizations such as Hamas and Hezbollah to the ever-present Palestinian nationality question. These 
security concerns have spawned the Middle East’s premier military force, the Israel Defense Force (IDF), 
along with a highly militarized state whose political goals are centered on ensuring its survival through any 
means necessary. These measures have encompassed assassinations of suspected heads of terrorist 
organizations, preemptive attacks on bordering nation states, and, since the 1960s, a form of covert nuclear 
deterrence. Israel is today the world’s only undeclared nuclear state, standing apart from the seven 
confirmed nations. It has maintained a policy of careful ambiguity, termed a strategy of opacity,1 since 
suspicions have arisen surrounding its potential nuclear arsenal, bolstering this by its claim that it will not 
be the first state to introduce nuclear weapons in the Middle East.  Despite this assertion, and in light of 
evidence that has surfaced in recent years, this paper shall premise that Israel does possess nuclear weapons 
and shall present some of the proof that has emerged to this effect. Having done so, it shall turn to an 
examination of Israel’s nuclear capabilities with regards to how it came to acquire its weapons and the 
extent of its military and civil programs, arsenal size, and delivery systems. Using this as the point of 
departure, the geo-political situation in the Middle East shall be considered with relation to neighboring 
putatively friendly or hostile nations and recommend that Israel should covertly dispose of its nuclear 
weapons and lobby for the creation of a nuclear weapons free zone in the Middle East, similar to that found 
in South America today, in order to ensure continued peace in the region.    
 
Rationale for Possessing Nuclear Weapons and Their Use as a 
Deterrent 
  

Before the analysis of Israel’s nuclear arsenal begins, the motivations of why Israel would feel the 
need to possess such weapons must be presented. Some answers can be found in its history. Soon after its 
founding in 1948, Israel was attacked by an Arab coalition composed of most of its neighbors; this assault 
fomented a sense of encirclement and provoked a deep-seated need for security. This was merely the first 
in a long line of conflicts with the surrounding Arab states that continues in a more reduced, but perhaps no 
less violent, form today. Unlike many larger states, Israel cannot trade space for time when attacked; thus, 
any enemy penetration into the heartland of the nation is tantamount to a death sentence. This has led to the 
creation of the highly professional and competent IDF, which so far has succeeded in repulsing all 
conventional military strikes against Israeli territory. Despite its success, however, there have been several 
occasions in recent memory where the ultimate outcome of the fighting was in doubt, namely in 1967 and 
again in 1973. This doubt prompted a sensation at the highest levels that a nuclear deterrent, or, in a 
grimmer scenario, the use of weapons of mass against the state of Israel itself, was needed to deter a 
massive conventional attack.  

As academic George Perkovich has illustrated, every state wishes to deter its enemies without 
itself being deterred. As Israel is the only state in the Middle East with nuclear weapons, it could 
presumably deter other states through these weapons, while at the same time avoiding deterrence from 
possibly numerically superior conventional enemy forces. In this scenario, Israel does not have to accept 
the territorial status quo of deterrence established by the Arab states; rather, it is those states that must 
accept the status quo established by Israel. Thus, the only means by which Israel can avoid accepting the 



mutuality of deterrence with the Arab states would be by possessing the ultimate weapon of deterrence, 
nuclear bombs. This negation of mutual deterrence, however, does not signify that Israel wishes to use a 
nuclear umbrella to expand. Any expansion would result in the addition of a greater Arab populace to the 
Jewish state and therefore dilute it to an unacceptable level. The nuclear weapons permit Israel to preserve 
its borders and to attack preemptively should it feel that its security is threatened. Thus, by possessing a 
nuclear deterrent, Israel hopes to preserve peace in the region, and thus itself.  

Problematic questions clearly arise from this discussion of deterrence, namely, the very nature of 
deterrence itself. If one wishes to posit that successful deterrence entails the total absence of attack on a 
nation state, or its vital interests during the period of deterrence, then one is bound to encounter grave 
difficulties, as this definition has never matched itself to real world situations. In the case of Israel, it can be 
postulated that deterrence involves possessing weapons that will discourage hostile neighbors from 
attacking in numbers sufficient to overwhelm the IDF, pursuing war against Israel aimed at its total 
destruction as a nation, or using weapons of mass destruction against either Israeli cities or military forces 
in the field.2 This definition seems to be acceptable purely from an Israeli standpoint, however, as many 
nations would believe that their strategy was a failure, had they suffered damage comparable to that of 
Israel during its various wars with its Arab neighbors. Thus, it is seen that this issue of deterrence remains 
problematic in this context and will be discussed further in a later section; for the moment, this paper will 
assume that Israel believes that its nuclear deterrent has represented the paramount means of preserving 
itself from the eventualities presented above. 
 
Current Nuclear Strategy 
 

This desire for self-preservation undergirds Israel’s nuclear strategy. As stated, Israel maintains a 
strategy of careful ambiguity with regards to its nuclear arsenal, presenting only the most opaque 
statements when pressed with questions regarding the existence of its arms. This strategy was outlined 
when Prime Minister Levi Eskhol declared that Israel would not be the first nation to introduce nuclear 
weapons in the Middle East, after being urged by the United States to respond to charges on the intentions 
of its nuclear program. Ironically, Eshkol also admitted that Israel had the necessary knowledge to 
construct a nuclear weapon; to date, he remains the only Israeli leader to have done so. After successfully 
resisting pressure from the Johnson administration to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968, a 
modus vivendi was reached with the U.S. during the Nixon administration in 1970. As long as the U.S. did 
not delve too deeply into Israel’s nuclear program, the latter would not test weapons, proliferate them, 
declare them, nor acknowledge the existence of a program to acquire them. This “don’t ask, don’t tell” 
policy solidified Israel’s strategy of nuclear opacity and has continued to the present day.3 

This strategy of studied ambiguity was designed chiefly to prevent a backlash from both the 
declared nuclear nations, whose vested interest is in minimizing nuclear proliferation, and the Arab world. 
In light of the Indo-Pakistani example, the fear of a declared-nation backlash has been defensible as intense 
pressure was brought to bear on both nations to relinquish their nuclear arms. Had this been the case in the 
1960s, when Israel was not as powerful as it is now internationally, it is possible that this pressure, 
especially from the U.S., would have been sufficient to make renunciation of the weapons a necessary 
decision. Had Israel acknowledged possessing nuclear weapons, or were it to do so today, it would in all 
likelihood have triggered a regional arms race, as the Arab nations could not, and cannot, for both domestic 
political reasons and questions of international prestige, permit Israel to be the only openly declared nuclear 
power in the Middle East. Most importantly, the open acknowledgement of these weapons would engender 
a tense regional security environment as the Arab nations would, perhaps erroneously, perceive Israel’s 
nuclear weapons as a means of waging offensive wars for the purpose of territorial aggrandizement.  This 
would unacceptably compromise the Jewish nature of the nation, under a nuclear umbrella due to Israel’s 
history of launching pre-emptive attacks, some of which have proven in hindsight to be unjustified.4 Thus 
while unofficially the world’s most powerful nations, chief among them the U.S., were tacitly informed of 
the existence of the nuclear weapons in the 1970s, Israel’s strategy has been designed to preserve its 
weapons and peace in the region by not admitting to their existence through official channels.  
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Origins of the Nuclear Program 
 

It was precisely to ensure concord under an Israeli aegis that Israel began to examine a nuclear 
option in the 1950s, after the return to power of David Ben-Gurion, by establishing the Israel Atomic 
Energy Commission (IAEC) in June 1952, a body composed of civilian members. The true beginning of 
this nuclear program, however, occurred when Israel contracted with France in 1957 to build a plutonium-
producing reactor at Dimona, in the Negev desert. While Israel had contracted with the United States in 
1955 to build a 5-megawatt (mW) reactor at Nahal Soreq, fueled by 90 percent enriched uranium, it was the 
Dimona reactor that was constructed for the express purpose of building nuclear weapons. Indeed, the 
Dimona reactor was not placed under IAEC control, but rather under that of the Ministry of Defense, which 
clearly signals the military nature of the project.5 This is supported by the ensuing French construction of a 
plutonium extraction facility at Dimona designed to remove plutonium from the spent reactor fuel for 
weapons use. Subsequently, France gave Israel vital information on its own bomb design and 
manufacturing techniques.6 It was not until 1967 that the Israelis managed to construct deliverable nuclear 
warheads, mainly as a result of the crash program provoked by the May crises with Egypt that later resulted 
in the Six-Day War.  
  
Evidence of the Nuclear Program 
 

While this information could be dismissed as an example of a civil nuclear program for energy 
production under military control for the purposes of safe-guarding it from harm in a volatile region, other 
information supports the claim that these facilities have been used for making weapons. On 22 September 
1979, a U.S. monitoring satellite detected a flash over the South Atlantic that may have come either from a 
low-yield nuclear test, potentially from a tactical device, or from the fission trigger of a thermonuclear 
bomb. This potential test was in all likelihood an Israeli one with South African endorsement, a conclusion 
particularly valid when considered in conjunction with the strong collaboration between the South African 
and Israeli nuclear programs at the time. This cooperation involved the sale of Israeli tritium for South 
African uranium. The remarkable similarity between the three-prong South African nuclear strategy of the 
period and that of Israel indicates an acute level of strategic interchange between the two nations, as well. 
A joint test would have benefited both nations, as South Africa would have been able to explore different 
types of bomb designs, and Israel would have been able to assess the capabilities of one of its weapons.7  
 While it may be argued that this test was solely a South African one, this seems unlikely, it was 
not until November 1979 that Pretoria had developed an operational nuclear device.8 The U.S. government 
scientific review that concluded that the flash was a non-nuclear event seems to provide the most 
convincing refutation of this line of reasoning, however, it may be surmised that it did not serve U.S. 
interests in the signing of the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty to acknowledge Israeli nuclear arms, and thus 
the study was perhaps not entirely accurate in that regard. Indeed, this supposition is further supported by 
later Central Intelligence Agency and Russian Intelligence Bureau studies that indicate the nuclear 
character of the flash. 9 
 The most convincing evidence of an Israeli nuclear weapons program comes from the sensational 
defection to England in October 1986 of Mordechai Vanunu, a technician at the Dimona facility. Vanunu 
published a highly factual account, including photographs and schematic drawings, of the inner workings 
of Dimona in the London Sunday Times. In it, he detailed the activities on the secret floors at Dimona, 
claiming that those floors not shown to inspectors were where nuclear weapons research and development 
took place. Interestingly, the Israeli government has never denied his allegations, and took them seriously 
enough that the Mossad, the Israeli secret service, abducted him in Italy. He now languishes in an Israeli 
prison, seemingly a rather solid corroboration for his story. 
 While it is alleged that Vanunu was a plant by the Mossad to scare regional foes by revealing a 
tantalizing glimpse of Israel’s nuclear capabilities, this view is in part discredited by his abduction and later 
incarceration in an Israeli prison. Additionally, Vanunu took advantage of lax security on the restricted 
levels at Dimona to assemble his information over the space of several years.10 Had he been a plant, it 
seems more likely that he would not have revealed as much as he did. As his story could have jeopardized 
the Israeli strategy of opacity with respect to nuclear weapons, it is dubious that he was a Mossad plant. 
Vanunu himself stated that his revelations were designed to clarify the ambiguity surrounding the weapons 



program; additionally, the Israeli government has taken no measures to discredit his disclosures.11 His 
story, combined with the 1979 tests, former Prime Minister Levi Eshkol’s declaration that Israel had the 
capabilities necessary to construct a nuclear weapon, and, most crucially, when taken with the vast 
information available today to the general public on Israel’s nuclear program, seems to indicate rather 
convincingly that Israel does have such weapons. Indeed, Israel’s efforts to quash such information from 
emerging in the mainstream, including the interrogation of well known writers on the subject like Avner 
Cohen as to the provenance of their sources,12 epitomizes why such a line of reasoning supports the 
existence of an Israeli stockpile of nuclear weapons.   
  
Nuclear Capabilities 
 

Israel’s nuclear arsenal is often estimated as ranging from 50-200 weapons,13 with the best 
estimates centered on an arsenal 98-172 weapons in size, and the assumption of 4 kilograms (kg) of 
plutonium per warhead.14 Using a more conservative evaluation of 5 kg per warhead produces an arsenal 
between 78-137 weapons in size. These assessments are themselves based on the yearly yield of the 
Dimona reactor, which is estimated as being between 10.6-18.6 kg of plutonium.15 This yield would permit 
the construction of 2-4 new weapons per year. The remaining components are assembled at other facilities.  
Most of Israel’s nuclear facilities are not devoted to energy producing civilian purposes, but rather to the 
fabrication of plutonium for nuclear weapons. Therefore, to speak of a civilian nuclear program is a 
sophism of sorts, as any semblance of this program exists merely to serve in the interests of military 
manufacturing. These weapons are all assumed to be of both the tactical and the strategic variety, as Israel 
possesses both ballistic and cruise missiles of various ranges. While the precise number of weapons is 
somewhat unimportant with the numbers discussed, what remains from this analysis is a large and 
sophisticated arsenal that can be delivered through a variety of means. 
   Foremost among these systems are the nuclear capable Jericho missile series, which uses a solid 
fuel similar to those in the U.S. nuclear arsenal. The advantage of possessing solid-fueled weapons is 
derived from their ease of maintenance, and the rapidity at which they can be prepared for use with respect 
to liquid-fueled weapons; the former have their fuel kept on the missile while the latter need to be fueled 
before launching. Solid-fueled weapons give Israel an advantage over the liquid-fuelled weapons possessed 
by several of their adversaries, which will be elaborated upon further. The Jericho I is a short-range missile 
with a range of 500 kilometers (km) with a 500 kg payload. The Jericho II is a medium-range missile with a 
range of 1,500 km with a 1,000 kg payload; these weapons are capable of striking targets anywhere in the 
region. Both are road and rail mobile and about 100 have been deployed thus far, mainly in the Negev.16 
Israel also possesses a variety of cruise missiles, including the American Harpoon with a range of 120 km 
with a 220 kg payload.17 An intercontinental missile capability could also be added to the Israeli arsenal 
with the modification of the Shavit space-launch vehicle, currently used to orbit satellites, to carry a 500 kg 
payload over 7,800 km. This could give Israel the capability to strike into Europe and parts of Russia, 
including Moscow.18 
 Israel has a potent air force that can deliver nuclear weapons through the F-4E, F-15, and F-16 
fighter jets, all technologically advanced aircraft purchased from America. Given the geography of the 
region, this may represent the most successful means of covertly and accurately firing a nuclear weapon, as 
radar would likely detect missile flights of the Jericho series and the cruise missiles are less accurate than 
those delivered by aircraft; the plane could lose itself in the hills and valleys that characterize the region, 
thus avoiding radar detection.  
 Israel began organizing its nuclear capabilities into a triad in 2000, based on the American model, 
after taking delivery of three German-built Dolphin-class diesel submarines. If reports on Israeli cruise 
missiles are accurate, these submarines could launch nuclear warheads placed on these cruise missiles to a 
distance of 900 miles. This nuclear triad seems to be an indication that Israel is seeking to attain a second-
strike nuclear capability. This desire appears to have been engendered by efforts on the part of its Arab 
neighbors, especially Iran and Iraq, to obtain nuclear weapons.   
  
Domestic Factors Affecting the Program 
 

The modifications carried out on these submarines demonstrate the sophistication of the Israeli 
defense establishment. While the submarines themselves were constructed at the Kiel shipyards, domestic 
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Israeli contractors added much of the navigation, communication, and weapons systems after delivery.19 
Due to the dearth of literature on the subject, it is difficult to evaluate the nature of this work; however, it 
can be surmised that it is of the highest order when one considers the types of weapons that domestic 
industries have placed at the disposal of the IDF in the past. As Avner Cohen illustrates, the Israeli nuclear 
program has vastly contributed to the rapid development of Israeli science and technology. This progress 
has seeped over into institutions of higher learning.  Israel has sought to train its own physicists and 
scientists, and has permitted their development through the funding of modern facilities and the retention of 
the brightest minds who might have otherwise gone abroad, as has been the case with many small nations 
who lose their elite to the so-called “brain drain” phenomena. Related research and development activities 
have also played a role in the advent of high-tech industries during the 1960s and 1970s, predominantly in 
the fields of computers, aeronautics, and telecommunications.20 This has led to support among experts in 
the field for an Israeli nuclear program, along with the larger firms in sectors providing components for the 
weapons who have benefited economically from government contracts. It can be said that the Israeli high 
tech sector owes its current position as one of the most advanced in the world in part to the Israeli 
military’s contracts; some of the most vital fields alluded to above are vital in a nuclear weapons program. 
Computers factor heavily into this calculus; as a result of the policy of ambiguity, Israel has not been able 
to openly test its weapons and thus computer-simulated models assume greater importance for military 
planners in determining potential capabilities of the arsenal.  
 The impetus of the military has been crucial for the development of this program, as it was the 
military that supported Ben-Gurion’s decision to begin construction of a nuclear weapon.21 This choice 
arises out of the military’s fears of losing a war, which would either entail the destruction of Israel or would 
see the state much diminished as a result. This viewpoint is not an exclusively Israeli one, however, as no 
military has refused to support or cooperate on nuclear projects, simply because it facilitates their task of 
defending the nation’s vital interests. Despite this, the nuclear weapons have not been integrated into the 
overall IDF strategic command structure,22 and planning proceeds on the assumption of conventional 
conflict with non-nuclear enemies. The control and strategic planning of these arms remains firmly in the 
hands of a select group of officials headed by the prime minister, none of whom have ever formulated an 
official specific nuclear doctrine for the use of the weapons.23 Thus, the constituency that is of crucial 
importance when evaluating internal factors with respect to nuclear weapons is not domestic public 
opinion, but rather the politicians in the Israeli government itself.  While largely supporting the possession 
of nuclear weapons as the ultimate “ace-in-the-hole” against doomsday scenarios,24 the public has little say 
on the issue, as the government cloaks all debate in the policy of opacity. 
 To date, there has only been one debate in the Knesset, the Israeli national assembly, on the 
nuclear weapons issue, which took place on 2 February 2000. Israeli Arab legislator Issam Makhul, from 
the predominantly Arab communist party Hadash, raised the debate, charging that the policy of ambiguity 
jeopardized national security.25 In the past, such a debate would not have occurred, since the motion for 
debate would have been sent to a closed-door session of the Defense and Foreign Affairs Committee, where 
it would become irrelevant. Makhul circumvented this practice, however, by threatening to argue the 
validity of this procedure in front of the Israeli High Court of Justice. To avoid embarrassment, the speaker 
of the assembly permitted the debate to occur. Lasting fifty-two minutes, it degenerated into reciprocal 
acrimonious accusations of treason, and a subsequent motion on whether to hold a wider debate was 
soundly defeated.26  
 In the aftermath of the debate, government officials issued declarations reinforcing the need for 
the policy of opacity to defend national interests. This tendency is symptomatic of the opinion held towards 
the nuclear program by the politicians in the Israeli government today. Gestures towards an easing of the 
ambiguity surrounding the weapons, such as that by Makhul in the Knesset, are rare within the government 
and are indicative of a reluctance to discuss the existence of nuclear weapons; such a debate would 
countervail almost a half-century of accepted policy. Thus, it can be concluded by their acquiescence in 
avoiding deliberations on the nuclear issue, and near stifling of debate, that the majority of the Israeli 
government favors the existence of a nuclear program. Makhul’s example illustrates a segment that may 
not be in agreement with such a policy; however, it appears to be small and marginalized and therefore not 
influential. It is not surmisable that this widespread domestic political support provides further stimulus to 
the continuation and development of the weapons program.27 
 
 
  



External Factors Affecting the Program 
 

Israel has enjoyed a degree of foreign backing for its possession of nuclear weapons, particularly 
from certain members of the declared nuclear nations. Of these nations, the tacit collaboration with the U.S. 
has been perhaps the most important. While U.S. arms sales and military aid to Israel, such as the sale of 
cruise missiles that can be used as delivery systems for nuclear warheads, are immense and can be used to 
further Israel’s nuclear capabilities, its most valuable contribution has been its continuance of its “don’t ask 
don’t tell” policy that started with President Richard Nixon’s administration. By not openly demanding that 
Israel relinquish its weapons, or even acknowledge their existence, the U.S. has abstained from exerting the 
same pressure that was brought to bear on India and Pakistan after their respective nuclear tests. Israel has 
been permitted to continue possessing its weapons in an environment free of international diplomatic 
pressure demanding modification of its nuclear policy. This modus vivendi has facilitated Israeli 
acquisition of knowledge and secondary parts necessary for its weapons that could have otherwise been 
blocked by the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), one of the two global organizations of nations that monitor 
the sales of nuclear weapons sensitive technology, the other being the Zangger Group. Clearly, this has 
furthered Israeli nuclear capabilities. Additionally, as demonstrated, French aid was instrumental in the 
inception of the nuclear program. France has also avoided openly condemning, or even discussing, Israeli 
possession of nuclear weapons, with results akin to those of U.S. policy. China, a large supplier of weapons 
to much of the world, has benefited from collaboration with Israel as well, cooperating on cruise missile 
development.28 Russia has perhaps been the only nation of the declared states to have openly opposed 
Israeli’s possession of nuclear weapons. The development of the Shavit space vehicle into an ICBM can be 
seen as an attempt to deter Russia from a missile attack, which it secretly hinted at during sensitive 
moments of the Cold War,29 though these fears may be waning with the collapse of the Soviet Union. Thus, 
it may be concluded that the traditional nuclear powers, with the exception of Russia, have surreptitiously 
encouraged Israel’s nuclear weapons program, to varying degrees. 
  
International Treaty Commitments 
 

This analysis is borne by an inspection of Israel’s international treaty commitments in the weapons 
control regime. Israel is not a party to the 1968 NPT treaty and has thus far successfully resisted all efforts 
to make it adhere to its guidelines. In so doing, Israel has not agreed to full-scope International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA ) inspections and safeguards of it its nuclear facilities, with the exception of the 1955 
plant built by the U.S. at Nahal Soreq.30 While IAEA inspectors have been taken on tours of the Dimona 
facility as a gesture of goodwill, they were not shown the entire facility and were duped as to its true scope 
by a series of artifices, such as false doors and walls. The absence of IAEA inspections has therefore 
permitted Israel to develop its weapons without the stringent controls that have limited other nations from 
acquiring these arms. Indeed, Israel has been able to maintain its regional monopoly on the weapons, in 
part thanks to the IAEA’s success in controlling proliferation in the Middle East among the Arab nations. 
This remains a point of contention among these nations, who feel that Israel has benefited unjustly from the 
support of nuclear nations. 

As a concession, Israel has signed both the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), one of only 
three non-NPT states to do so, and the Partial Test Ban Treaty (PTBT).31 These signings were concessions; 
although Israel played a large role in the drafting of the CTBT, due to its policy of ambiguity, it cannot test 
its weapons irrespective of its membership in such treaties. It appears that its efforts in promoting the 
CTBT were to limit regional opponents in developing nuclear arms rather than stemming from a concrete 
desire to limit general testing. The CTBT replaced the PTBT, a treaty proposed in 1963, thus rendering the 
latter obsolete for our purposes. 

In addition to these two treaties, Israel is a part of the Missile Technology Control Regime 
(MTCR), an informal export control arrangement introduced in 1987 and designed to limit the spread of 
missiles capable of carrying weapons of mass destruction. These missiles are defined in the accord as being 
capable of carrying a 500 kg payload over 300 km.32 As in the case of the CTBT, it is seen that Israel’s 
motives for joining this pact are not entirely altruistic, since it possessed the weapons limited by the MTCR 
before joining. Thus, Israel can use the MTCR as a means of limiting nations that it sees as threats from 
acquiring the technology necessary to build the restricted missiles.  
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Interestingly, Israel is not party to the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC), nor has it ratified 
the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC), though it has signed it. Israel is widely believed to possess 
both biological and chemical weapons of all types.33 While for much of the Arab world, these weapons 
have represented an alternative to nuclear weapons, perhaps due to their inability to acquire such weapons, 
Israel views them as a complement to its nuclear arsenal and therefore has avoided signing treaties that 
would limit its ability to produce them. Oddly, Israeli strategy with regards to its potential chemical and 
biological weapons has not mirrored its nuclear strategy, perhaps as a result of the plethora of nations 
around the globe who are suspected, often with a high degree of certainty, of possessing these types of 
weapons.  Those nations have not been prevented from doing so due to the fundamentally easier means of 
acquiring them when compared to those needed for nuclear arms. 

 
Geo-Political Observations 
 
 The threat represented by the nations that possess rogue chemical and biological weapons has, in 
part, contributed to Israeli fears for its national security. Despite this, the time when Israel needed to fight 
six wars over the last century to preserve itself seems to have passed. The primary threat today stems not 
from hostile nation states but from transnational terrorist organizations that are often not state sponsored. 
This is not to say that the threat from neighboring nation states has vanished but that it has diminished to 
the extent that it no longer represents a basis for the strategy of possessing of nuclear weapons as a 
necessary deterrent. Examining Israel’s traditional enemies, it will be established that none of them 
represent a definite threat to its national security at this point in time, and consequentially do not need to be 
deterred from hostile intentions by a nuclear arsenal. 
 Since the 1979 peace accord with Israel, Egypt has sought to establish itself as a regional 
mediator. While Egypt is suspected of possessing chemical and biological weapons,34 as well as the means 
of delivering them to Israel through both missiles and aircraft, it appears that those arsenals are a holdover 
from the days of open tension between the two nations and now represent a means of defending national 
security from external threats. Egypt does not appear to be openly seeking the acquisition of nuclear arms, 
as its facilities are under IAEA safeguards. Indeed, Egypt is one of the major regional proponents of a 
nuclear free zone (NFZ) in the Middle East. Hosni Mubarak, while making large concessions to 
fundamentalist domestic groups during his presidency of Egypt, has not allowed these views to seep into 
his pro-Western oriented foreign policy. That policy has included increased efforts to establish peace in the 
region through participation in the discussions between Israel and Palestinians over a homeland for the 
latter. Visibly, these actions are not those of a hostile nation intent on engaging in armed conflict over 
territory, and therefore Israel can discount Egypt as the threat that it formerly represented. 
 Libya, Egypt’s neighbor in Northern Africa, is another nation that was seen as a menace to Israeli 
security because of its support for several terrorist groups, such as Abu Nidal. During the 1980s, Israeli 
commandos entered Libyan territory on several occasions in order to assassinate heads of terrorist 
organizations sojourning under Colonel Muammar Qaddafi’s patronage. Libya was also suspected of 
possessing chemical and biological weapons.35 Notwithstanding these antecedents, Libya has recently 
attempted to turn away from its checkered past by concluding several economic agreements with nations in 
the European Union and reducing its anti-Israeli rhetoric. Additionally, since the threat posed by Libya has 
always been one of terrorism, it seems  that any threat it represents would be best met by an alternate 
strategy not based on nuclear deterrence, as Libya cannot realistically destroy Israel with its current 
weapons. [Editor’s Note: Since the acceptance of this paper, Colonel Qaddafi has revealed his state’s 
chemical and biological weapons program through disarmament talks with the United States and Great 
Britain.]  
 Of Israel’s traditional enemies, Iraq has suffered the most sudden decline. Today, a discussion of 
Iraq’s capabilities is moot, as the state has undergone a regime change. While Israel felt sufficiently 
threatened by Iraq’s Osirak nuclear reactor, which may not have been operational, to destroy it in 1981 with 
an air strike, the situation today has changed dramatically. In light of recent events, Iraq can be fully 
discounted as a threat to Israeli security, thus eliminating one of the nations against whom the Israeli 
nuclear deterrent was primarily directed. 
 It appears that Iran is taking note of the Iraqi demise, or at least the global isolation that its pre-war 
posture drew it into. This is exemplified by conciliatory gestures, such as permitting IAEA inspection of its 
two previously undeclared nuclear facilities that were recently discovered with satellite imagery.  Iran 



continues to permit IAEA inspection of several of its nuclear facilities as a party to the NPT, thus providing 
a certain degree of clarity on its nuclear program.36 While Iran is suspected of possessing chemical and 
biological weapons,37 the younger generations who can remember the scars caused by the Iran-Iraq war 
during the 1980s seemed disinclined to engage in a conflict that could have similar costs unless attacked, 
especially since much of Iran’s attention is focused on internal movements towards greater freedoms  and 
openness in society. Current President Mohammed Khatami is also important in this trend, as he supports a 
movement away from the cleric -based government of the revolution. This is not to say that Iran will 
become a Western democracy in the near future, but that all these indications amalgamated together 
indicate an easing of tensions and a space within which to work towards a resolution of mutual 
disagreements.  
 While Iran possesses a missile based on the No Dong, a Korean design, that is capable of hitting 
Israeli territory, it would seems that the acquisition of this weapon, along with its variants with extended 
ranges, is predicated on defending national borders, as are any Iranian efforts to acquire nuclear weapons. 
Since Israel sees Iran as perhaps its primary and most powerful military adversary in the region, this bodes 
well for Israeli fears of an Iranian attack. Furthermore, the regional geography does not lend itself to an 
Iranian attack directly on Israeli territory. A defensive posture by Iran may be mistaken as an offensive one 
by Israel due to the hostile rhetoric of fundamentalist clerics and the press. Iranian efforts to acquire Kilo-
class attack submarines from Russia, in an apparent effort to counter the Dolphin-class Israeli submarines, 
also exemplify attempts to defend against what is seen as Israeli offensive capabilities; these inquiries have 
naturally augmented tensions, because Israel has viewed them as an Iranian endeavor to obtain the 
capabilities to destroy its submarines, perhaps preemptively.38 While it is difficult to determine intentions, 
mutual fears appear to be impeding discussion. Were these fears to be alleviated by measures on both sides, 
this would facilitate diplomatic maneuvering.  
Part of this apprehension may stem from the Iranian realization that their liquid-fueled No Dong missiles 
are inferior to the Israeli Jericho series. The Iranian missile, name the Shahab, takes longer to prepare for 
combat due to the fuel type and is both less sophisticated and accurate than the Jerichos.39 Thus, Israeli 
conventional forces ensure superiority in the event of an exchange of missiles, since the Jerichos could be 
armed more rapidly than the Shahabs. Additionally, the principal threat from Iran has always been its 
support of terrorists, foremost among them the Hamas and Hezbollah groups. While this backing may not 
end, it is not through nuclear deterrence that these groups will be discouraged from attacking Israel, nor 
will Iran be coerced into halting aid due to a nuclear threat; this would be an unacceptable loss of face and 
acknowledgement of military inferiority. In spite of the problems posed by Iranian support of terrorism, 
however, a larger analysis of Iran’s intentions illustrates the changing nature of its government towards the 
West, its openness to IAEA inspections, and the possible defensive posture of its missile program. These all 
indicate that, while Iran will not become Israel’s ally, it is perhaps no longer the avowed enemy it was, 
therefore obviating the need for a nuclear deterrent against it.  
        Syria has long been one of Israel’s traditional enemies, participating in almost all of the wars 
fought by the Arab states during the last half-century. It is suspected of possessing both chemical and 
biological weapons, and possesses missiles that could strike Israeli territory.40 Syria, however, has been 
remarkably quiet since the 1980s. This may be a lesson from its unsuccessful military campaigns against 
Israel. It has perhaps recognized that it cannot defeat its  neighbor and thus has ceased attempting to disturb 
the status quo out of a fear of being eliminated itself. Its leadership has also had internal problems with 
dissident and splinter movements that may have diverted its attention away from foreign policy. These 
trends indicate an absence of a Syrian threat to Israeli national security at the present time; it can be further 
surmised that, due to the large conventional superiority and the proximity between the two nations that 
would make a nuclear explosion in the one highly hazardous to the other, Israeli nuclear weapons were 
never meant to deter Syria. 
 Jordan has not been an Israeli enemy in many years and possesses neither chemical nor biological 
weapons, nor the means necessary to deliver such weapons to Israel. Additionally, Israel possesses an 
almost crushing conventional military superiority. Jordan can be considered the region’s only quasi-neutral 
state, as far as any state in the area can be neutral, and its Western oriented government, led by the English-
educated King Abdullah, bears no ill towards Israel at the present time. Thus, the threat from Jordan can be 
said to be almost nonexistent. 
 Saudi Arabia has recently entered into Israeli discourse as a nation that may be an adversary in the 
future. It possesses missiles capable of striking Israel, but does not have any chemical or biological 
weapons stockpiles.41 The fear of Saudi Arabia stems more from potential capabilities, as their petro-dollars 



 78 

would allow them to purchase such weaponry quickly. These claims, however, focus more on the radical 
nature of the Wahhabi Muslim sect that controls religious life in the Kingdom and its virulent language, 
and ignore the secularized monarchy. Like Mubarak in Egypt, the Saudi royal family has made domestic 
concessions to radicals though this does not necessarily translate into hostility towards Israel; the close 
economic and political ties between the U.S. and the Kingdom, as well as a Saudi reluctance to become 
embroiled in regional power plays, makes the policy similar to that of the Jordanians. Thus, Saudi Arabia, 
like Jordan, does not seem to pose any peril to Israel in the near future. 
 Lebanon is included in the discussion of perceived threats to Israeli security because of its status 
as a haven for terrorist groups. Lebanon as a nation state presents no threat to Israel, but its lax policies 
towards monitoring entry and exit into its territory has made it a base of sorts for numerous terrorist groups. 
As stated previously, nuclear deterrence has little effect on these actors and Israel can do little with nuclear 
arms to prevent terrorists from wreaking havoc on its territory. 
 
Conclusions and Proposals 
 
 Having examined the geo-political situation in the region, this paper’s analysis leaves an 
inexorable conclusion: Israel does not need its nuclear weapons, as its deterrent has become obsolescent in 
a world where the primary threat to its national security is transnational terrorism, a menace that cannot be 
protected against through nuclear arms. The Israeli conventional forces are powerful enough both to repel 
any attack against its territory and to make any of its neighbors reflect deeply before launching a war 
against it. Funds would be better spent on conventional forces rather than on a nuclear program. While 
Israel receives extensive foreign aid from the U.S. and has considerable resources of its own for the project, 
its conventional forces could be enhanced by a reallocation of funds away from a nuclear program. The 
diplomatic dimension is vital in this context, as well, due to the strong commonalities in certain areas of 
foreign policy between Israel and the U.S. With the end of the Cold War, the U.S. no longer fears a Soviet 
reaction to any intervention in the region, and is therefore more inclined to do so in Israel’s support should 
the need arise. The turbulent decades when Israel faced almost the entire Arab world arrayed in a hostile 
coalition have passed, and have been replaced by regional neighbors intent on preserving the peace and 
seeking a resolution to the seemingly endless Palestinian question.  
 This quest for peace has paradoxically been jeopardized by the nuclear deterrent as neighbors, 
such as Iran and Iraq, as well as Egypt, have felt threatened by the existence of these weapons and have 
attempted to acquire their own. Their efforts, coupled with Israel’s weapons, have made them disinclined to 
achieve peace, since the status quo with Israel in a dominant position rather than a reasonable equilibrium 
of states would be unsatisfactory. Resentment in the Arab world has also sabotaged this process; the Arab 
nations, for reasons of prestige cannot accept Israel being the sole nuclear power. This does not mean that 
they would acquire the weapons for offensive purposes, but rather to establish themselves as nuclear 
equals, in a scenario similar to that between India and Pakistan. These views have prompted a slow burning 
arms race that has threatened regional stability and undermined the benefits found in deterrence. While the 
region has also been characterized by conventional arms races, these are more inherently stable due to their 
reduced destructive power when compared with nuclear weapons. 
 Ultimately, it can be stated that Israel’s policy of nuclear deterrence has failed. Examining the 
various attacks on Israeli territory, it becomes apparent that adversaries were not deterred by nuclear 
weapons. Indeed, the Gulf War illustrated how easily Iraqi missiles could be fired at Israel with near 
impunity. It may be argued that adversaries were deterred from launching larger attacks, or that their aims 
would have been broader.  However, an examination of several wars, notably in 1973, brings to mind the 
question of how much larger an attack or what broader aims would be needed to destroy the state of Israel, 
or at least to eviscerate it as a regional power. The distinctions that are numerically difficult to quantify 
suggest that the Israeli strategy of deterring massive attack has been a failure. That these attacks have not 
succeeded attests to the strength of the IDF. 
 The argument that the nuclear deterrent has prevented Israel from being the target of weapons of 
mass destruction falls short on several levels, as well. None of the actors in the region possess nuclear 
weapons. While they may have desired to use their chemical or biological weapons, these actors did not do 
so for the simple reason that Israel could have responded in kind.  Thus, a similar deterrent could have been 
achieved without nuclear weapons. Furthermore, nations have traditionally been reluctant to use weapons 
of mass destruction. Nuclear weapons have been used once, before the world was fully cognizant of their 



power, and afterwards every effort was made to avoid a scenario where they would used again.  Chemical 
weapons have been used during World War I and, most recently, in the Iran-Iraq War, setting a precedent 
for their use in the region. Despite the seemingly greater acceptance of the use of chemical weapons, 
perhaps because of their more restricted destructive potential, they have not been used very frequently in 
armed conflicts between nations. Indeed, in the case of the Iran-Iraq War, both sides used them in a limited 
scope and did not attempt to wipe out cities, which would have escalated the war into a holocaust. Thus 
chemical weapons are sufficient deterrent potential against weapons of mass destruction. The destructive 
potential has made nations reluctant to use these weapons because of public opinion, escalation of war into 
struggles for national survival rather than campaigns of territorial acquisition, and the difficulty in ensuring 
that they do not harm the troops firing them if they are swept back by adverse climatic conditions.  
 The harm to one’s own territory adequately refutes the need for nuclear weapons. Due to the 
distances involved in the Middle East, firing a nuclear weapon would result in disastrous environmental 
consequences to Israel and her people. George Perkovich states that, in order to gain international 
acceptance for the use of nuclear weapons in a conflict, one must first use them on one’s own territory. In 
Israel’s case, this is impossible, due to the small size of the Israeli state where all land is vital, though 
Israeli planners have envisioned the use of tactical weapons in such a scenario. A nuclear explosion would 
cause infinitely more harm than a foreign invasion and is therefore an unpalatable choice. One need only to 
look at the harm caused by the Chernobyl radioactive gas cloud to envision what sort of harm a similar 
cloud would cause in the Middle East with its dry winds and arid climate. Thus, if Israel wishes to retain a 
deterrent threat, it should be through the use of chemical weapons, which presents fewer notable 
environmental hazards than those posed by nuclear bombs. 
 Thus, Israel should relinquish its nuclear weapons voluntarily, in a manner similar to South Africa, 
though it should do so covertly. This need for secrecy is a consequence of the policy of ambiguity of the 
last fifty years. Were Israel to admit that it had been negligent in telling the truth with respect to its nuclear 
weapons program, this would cause a firestorm of anger in the Arab world that would destroy the basis for 
a peaceful transition to a weapons free zone. By not revealing whether it had weapons or not, Israel permits 
that Arab nations to retain face by not appearing as if they had been militarily. Thus, an NFZ is precisely 
what is needed in the region to allay fears about the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction. In 
addition, a pledge on the part of each nation in the region not to be the first to use chemical or biological 
weapons should be pursued. While it may be argued that is a utopian scenario, this may not be the case. 
Similar mistrust existed between Brazil and Argentina, yet today the South American NFZ is functioning 
smoothly.  

This South American NFZ example should be the model for the NFZ in the Middle East. The 
basis for implementing such a program already exists in the form of the Multilateral Working Group on 
Regional Security and Arms Control.42 While Iran is currently not a member of this group, it would rapidly 
see the advantages of the decision to join; remaining on the outside would further cement its status as a 
pariah nation, which Iran is seeking to rectify. Egypt should be put in charge of these efforts, as it has been 
the primary proponent of the NFZ and has established itself as mediator in the region on such issues. 
Having been a close ally of the Arab world, but also having signed a peace treaty with Israel, Egypt is well 
placed to be accepted as the head of such a proposal by both sides. Using the Treaty of Tlateloco, which 
established the South American NFZ, as the basis for the NFZ, the Group should introduce a treaty for the 
Middle East. The joint inspections in the Tlateloco Treaty have functioned well and have alleviated much 
of the distrust between the South American nations. Due to the decline in tangible national security threats 
to Israel, this could be the ideal means of verifying that the neighboring countries are not surreptitiously 
attempting to acquire nuclear weapons in defiance of the treaty. 

While it may be argued that ideological or religious differences will undermine such a plan, one 
need only look at the U.S.-Soviet precedents on arms control to see that this may not be the case. It appears 
that joint inspections are the ideal means of providing the clarity necessary to overcome suspicions 
fomented by deep differences. This trust building would be enhanced by the declaration on the non-first use 
of chemical or biological weapons. It also appears as if the nations in the region are at a reasonably 
conciliatory moment in time, and this should be taken advantage of. Thus, using the Group to spearhead a 
treaty regime based on the Treaty of Tlateloco would represent the most likely means of having an NFZ in 
the Middle East. 

Ultimately, relinquishing nuclear weapons will be a difficult decision for Israel, but it is also a 
necessary one. The aims that it seeks to accomplish through the possession of nuclear weapons did not 
materialize as the nation still suffered damage from hostile attacks. Israel still endures pain today from 
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terrorists who seek to destroy it as a state. These groups are not deterred by nuclear weapons, weapons that 
may even contribute to their hatred of Israel. An overview of Israel’s motivations for acquiring nuclear 
weapons, its nuclear strategy, its capabilities, and the views of important constituencies on the issue have 
been sought in this paper. Then, all this information together has been amalgamated to conclude that threats 
against Israel are not of the kind that can be deterred by nuclear weapons and that it is preferable to 
relinquish them and pursue a peace strategy through other means, an NFZ. It is allowed that Israel may 
need to keep its chemical and biological weapons, if only as a defensive hedge against those of the 
neighboring countries; however, a no first use pledge is vital in this instance. Thus, a plan has been 
contributed that can be used as a means of bringing peace to a troubled area of the world that has seen 
incalculable suffering, a result of mutual animosities of the people that inhabit it. With the elimination of 
nuclear weapons and the eradication of the desire to acquire them due to the NFZ, steps in the direction of 
peace will indubitably be taken.     
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Hennessy, argues that for too many years a vacuum and accountability gap had existed between Parliament 
and the executive and that the latter had become increasingly dominant.132  “The role of the Liaison 
Committee will help redress this imbalance in a significant way,” he said.133  Robin Cook, Speaker of the 
House of Commons, agrees that the Liaison Committee is the right forum in which to question the Prime 
Minister.134  This may be because the Liaison Committee consists of people with real experience in their 
areas.  Whenever appearing before the Liaison Committee, Blair will be confronted with issues that matter, 
and he will have to answer for the actions of the entire executive; the Prime Minister will almost certainly 
never be in for an easy ride.135   

The first session was held in public, in July of 2002, and gave DSC chairs the opportunity to ask a 
range of in-depth questions.  Prior to the meeting, the Liaison Committee agreed that much of the 2 ½ hour 
session would be devoted to Blair’s role; how he works with his colleagues, how the cabinet inter-relates, 
and his role in policy making.136  It also decided to question him on hot-button topics relating to individual 
committees.  The questions ranged from how to deal with the country’s decrepit transportation system, the 
National Health Service, housing and pensions, whether to adopt the euro as Britain’s currency, and even 
how to respond to the Bush administration’s talk of invading Iraq.137  If, as has been pledged, future 
sessions spend more time on policy and less on duties and roles, the event may yet become a further valued 
part of the political process.138   

In the aftermath, Blair concedes that the center has been strengthened considerably.139  He goes on 
to say, “if public services don’t improve by the next election, people will hold us heavily to account.”140  
Many others also look at the event from a similar perspective and in a positive light.  One newspaper 
headline reads, “It is not often that, in a single day, the reputation of Parliament, MPs, the system of 
government and the personal standing of the Prime Minister are all improved.”141  Blair’s appearance 
before the committee, which was televised live by several stations, was billed in the British press as a fierce 
cross-examination by the most ruthless and persistent interrogators in Westminster.142  Many media sources 
have gone on to say that the public would notice that a sea of change in political accountability had 
occurred.143 

As DSCs evolve, they continue to strengthen the position of committee members, especially that 
of their chairs.  The instance above, in regard to Blair’s decision to appear regularly before the Liaison 
Committee, suddenly made DSC chairship an even more influential political post.  It was largely welcomed 
as a strengthening of accountability through further scrutiny.144  That the Liaison Committee has been 
deemed as the appropriate body to carry out such a task helps demonstrate the significance of DSC chairs, 
who comprise this committee.  In general, it seems that, with each passing year, the duties, strength, and 
overall impression of DSCs and their chairs, continue to improve.  Prime Minister Blair’s contribution to 
DSC scrutiny will surely entail future implications that will both affect and benefit DSCs and the positions 
of their chairs.   
 
Conclusion 
 

DSCs are significant because they have much to offer.  Backbenchers have a chance to specialize; 
ministers, as well as the prime minister, have a chance to explain themselves to a parliamentary audience; 
pressure groups are given opportunities to lay out their case in public, and are themselves brought into 
public scrutiny; and civil servants receive the benefits that come with arguing publicly and having their 
views put on record.145 

DSCs are significant because, in spite of their weaknesses, they have provided an independent 
standpoint within Parliament from which to evaluate Government activities critically.146  They have 
enriched the quality of parliamentary debate, at least intermittently, by making many matters that would 
most likely otherwise not be discussed in Parliament open to both comprehensive examination and public 
attention.147  Without them, much necessary information would simply not be available.   

DSCs are significant because of the influence they exert.  While the overall work of DSCs has 
been undeniably uneven, it seems that, if their members are prepared to work hard, it is possible for DSCs 
to have some impact in influencing both policy formation and public opinion.  DSCs serve to both 
strengthen the scrutiny process and further Government accountability.  Recent developments within them, 
combined with the rise of a new generation of full-time and more independent-minded MPs, have 
undoubtedly extended the strength of parliamentary scrutiny.148 


