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CHAPTER 8

CASTING A BLIND EYE:
KISSINGER AND NIXON FINESSE ISRAEL’S 

BOMB

Victor Gilinsky

It is now widely accepted that 1969 marked a 
turning point in U.S. policy regarding Israeli nuclear 
weapons. A “stopping point” may be a better descrip-
tion. The pivotal moment appears to have come in a 
private, unrecorded September 1969 meeting between 
Richard Nixon and Golda Meir: She is supposed to 
have owned up to having the bomb, and Nixon is sup-
posed to have promised that as long as Israel kept its 
bomb under wraps, the United States would not ask 
questions about it.

Up to that point, the United States had been urging 
Israel to join the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).1 After 
the 1969 meeting, as General Yitzhak Rabin (the Israeli 
Ambassador at the time) put it, the subject “dropped 
off the agenda.” In fact, the entire subject of Israeli 
nuclear weapons dropped off the U.S. foreign policy 
agenda. 

This history is still important today, because the 
subject is still off the U.S. agenda. In fact, the U.S. Gov-
ernment is still committed to keeping Israel off the 
international nonproliferation agenda.2 But the pre-
tense of ignorance about Israeli bombs does not wash 
anymore. President Barack Obama looked foolish, or 
worse, when he said he did not want to “speculate” 
whether any countries in the Middle East had nuclear 
weapons.3 The evident double standard undermines 
efforts to control the spread of nuclear weapons 
worldwide.4 



240

It is useful, therefore, to try to understand the 1969 
origins of the current approach toward Israeli nuclear 
weapons and to inquire about the continuing validity 
of U.S. promises at the time. We have more material 
to work with, since the Nixon Library released a few 
years ago many Nixon-era White House documents 
related to Israeli nuclear weapons, including recom-
mendations to the President from his national security 
advisor, Henry Kissinger. The released documents—
some of them formerly Top Secret—provide a fasci-
nating glimpse into the White House policy reviews 
before the critical meeting with Meir. 

The story has now been told in some detail, most 
recently by Avner Cohen, who used the 1969 Nixon-
Meir meeting as the point of departure for his critique 
of Israel’s policy of “opacity,” or total secrecy about its 
bomb.5 What strikes me about this, and other accounts 
of the 1969 U.S. policy shift, is that, however interest-
ing they are, these accounts are focused mainly on the 
Israeli side of the interaction. From my own brief look 
at the documents, there is rather more to the story of 
interest from the U.S. point of view.

Let me sketch some points that strike me about: (1) 
the Kissinger-directed White House policy analyses 
and recommendations; (2) Nixon’s own handling of 
the Israeli nuclear issue; and, (3) the current weight of 
Nixon’s promises to Meir, including any promise to 
shield Israel from the NPT.

NIXON SUBMITS NPT FOR APPROVAL

It was President Nixon, by the way, who ratified 
U.S. membership in the NPT after President Lyndon 
Johnson had negotiated it and signed it. Nixon had no 
particular attachment to the Treaty—it does not even 
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rate a mention in his memoirs—and neither did Kiss-
inger.6 Still, Nixon submitted the NPT to the Senate 
soon after he entered office, and received its approval 
in March 1969. Apparently Nixon was persuaded the 
United States did not thereby give up any freedom of 
action. In any case, he had no intention of pressing 
other countries to adhere to it.7

However little Nixon thought of the NPT, other 
senior officials did take it seriously, and the ratified 
Treaty formed part of the backdrop to dealing with Is-
rael’s rapidly evolving nuclear weapons project. Since 
Israel was not one of the NPT-authorized five nuclear 
powers, the confrontation with Israel was to be the 
first test of the universality of the new Treaty.

DECISION ON PHANTOM II AIRCRAFT LEFT 
FROM THE JOHNSON ADMINISTRATION

The immediate nuclear-related Israeli question 
Kissinger had to address actually had to do with con-
ventional arms—whether to permit delivery of 50 F-4 
Phantom aircraft that Israel had bought in the last days 
of the Johnson administration. The F-4 was the top 
fighter-bomber in the world, and the Israelis wanted 
it badly. The outgoing administration had written into 
the F-4 contract the possibility of cancellation if it ap-
peared Israel was getting nuclear weapons. 

The Defense and State Departments had wanted, 
as a condition of the F-4 sale, an explicit Israeli pledge 
not to build nuclear weapons.8 Israel offered instead 
its standard declaration that it would “not be the first 
country to introduce nuclear weapons into the Middle 
East.”9 The U.S. interpretation of this was that not “to 
introduce” nuclear weapons meant not to obtain them. 
But Rabin would not agree, nor would he provide an 
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alternative definition. When Defense Assistant Secre-
tary Paul Warnke, who was handling the plane sale, 
asked, “What do you mean by ‘introduce’?” Rabin 
responded with, “What do you mean by ‘nuclear 
weapon’?”10 The discussion went round and round 
until finally Rabin allowed—and this stuck as the Is-
raeli interpretation—that an unadvertised and untested 
nuclear device would not be a nuclear weapon. This 
made explicit that Israel’s declaration did not exclude 
physical possession of nuclear weapons. 

Warnke would not yield on the F-4 sale, so Rabin 
found ways to get around the Defense Department.11 
Seventy senators signed a letter to the President sup-
porting the sale. Arthur Goldberg and others spoke 
directly to President Johnson, who then ordered the 
Defense Department to approve the F-4 sale without 
conditions.12 Despite this order, Defense Secretary 
Clark Clifford permitted Warnke to say in his approval 
letter to Rabin that the United States retained the op-
tion to withhold delivery if Israel was not complying 
with its pledge not to introduce nuclear weapons—
as the United States understood it.13 Since the planes 
were not yet built, the final decision on their delivery 
was left to the incoming Nixon administration. 

KISSINGER LAUNCHES POLICY REVIEW ON 
ISRAELI NUCLEAR WEAPONS

To make the new administration’s decision more 
difficult, intelligence indicated the Israeli nuclear 
weapons project was advancing rapidly, and pos-
sibly had already succeeded in producing bombs. 
(U.S. experts had been visiting Dimona more or less 
annually since the early 1960s, supposedly to ensure 
the work there stayed “peaceful,” but the Israelis had 
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easily hoodwinked them.)14 Israel was also producing 
Jericho missiles, which because of their low accuracy 
could only have been intended for carrying nuclear 
warheads. Additionally, as Kissinger later informed 
the President, there was “circumstantial evidence that 
some fissionable material available for Israel’s weap-
ons development was illegally obtained from the 
United States by about 1965.”15

It was against this background that Kissinger ran 
a White House study (NSSM 40) in mid-1969 on re-
sponding to Israeli nuclear weapons. The principal 
participants were the Departments of State and De-
fense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA). They all agreed that Israeli ac-
quisition of nuclear weapons raised the prospect of a 
more dangerous Middle East and undermined efforts 
to control proliferation worldwide. They also agreed 
that a major U.S. effort to stop the Israelis was justi-
fied. But they did not agree on what that meant.

In truth, it was too late to stop the manufacture 
of Israel’s first bombs. Any possibility of keeping Is-
rael from going any further depended entirely on 
the United States—on which Israel depended for ad-
vanced weapons—making this a firm condition of the 
weapons supply. But as the Johnson administration 
history showed, this condition would not be easy to 
make stick in the U.S. domestic political environment. 

The Defense Department and the Joint Chiefs, as 
they did under the previous administration, advo-
cated withholding delivery of the F-4 Phantom jets to 
gain an Israeli commitment not to build nuclear weap-
ons or nuclear missiles, or at least not to deploy them. 
The State Department, on the other hand, wanted to 
avoid a confrontation with Israel, in part to preserve 
political capital for Arab-Israeli peace negotiations. It 
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advocated keeping weapon sales and nuclear issues 
on separate tracks, and proposed a series of well-
meaning but ineffectual steps to deal with the nuclear 
issue.16 The State Department rationalized that there 
was still time for negotiations over the issue, that the 
Israelis had still not completed nuclear weapons, and 
that, in fact, they really only wanted a nuclear option 
and might stop on their own. If the Israelis did not 
stop, the State Department advised, we should at least 
“make a record for ourselves” of having tried to stop 
them.

In the hope of facilitating Israeli adherence to the 
NPT, the State Department offered the view that rea-
sonable interpretation of the NPT’s Article III would 
draw the difference between maintaining and exercis-
ing the option to manufacture nuclear explosives. In 
other words, State was saying that so long as a country 
had not taken the last step in nuclear weapon manu-
facture, it could be judged to be in conformance with 
the Treaty. 

In his recommendation to the President on possi-
ble Israeli adherence to the NPT, Kissinger went even 
further in watering down the meaning of the Treaty. 
He wrote:

The entire group agreed that, at a minimum, we want 
Israel to sign the NPT. This is not because signing will 
make any difference in Israel’s actual nuclear program 
because Israel could produce warheads clandestinely. Is-
rael’s signature would, however, give us . . . a way of 
opening the discussion. It would also publicly commit 
Israel not to acquire nuclear weapons.

Kissinger apparently believed that the Israelis 
might actually sign the NPT—a course they pretend-
ed to be evaluating—with the thought of still keeping 
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clandestine bombs. And he was willing to go along 
with that arrangement. 

In the end, the touchstone of U.S. seriousness about 
stopping Israel’s nuclear weapons program was still a 
willingness to tie delivery of the F-4 Phantoms to the 
nuclear issue. This Kissinger did not propose to do—it 
seems, on the basis of Nixon’s guidance—although he 
kept the door open to doing so at a later stage. He con-
cluded that holding the planes back would unleash 
a fierce political response against the administration 
from Israel’s domestic supporters, and that this was 
too high a price for the administration to pay to up-
hold the principle of nonproliferation.17 Without the 
leverage of the fighter aircraft deal, however, there 
was no chance of gaining Israeli agreement on the nu-
clear issue. The only option left was to see what could 
be salvaged in terms of appearances. 

In writing to the President about what the Unit-
ed States really wanted, Kissinger subtly shifted the 
ground away from trying to stop the Israelis from 
accepting their nuclear weapons but trying to: (1) 
avoid the appearance of U.S. complicity in Israel be-
coming a nuclear power; and, (2) keep Israel’s bomb 
from leading to Arab pressure on the Soviets to match 
it. 18 “While we might ideally like to halt Israeli pos-
session,” Kissinger wrote, “what we really want at a 
minimum may be just to keep Israeli possession from 
becoming an established international fact.” In other 
words, if no one knew that Israel had bombs, that was 
almost as good as if they didn’t exist—and it was a lot 
cheaper in political capital.

To make this work, both the United States and 
the Soviet Union had to pretend total ignorance. In 
the case of the U.S. Government, with its difficulty in 
keeping secrets, it would be best if the government re-



246

ally was ignorant of the truth and so should stop ask-
ing questions. The Israelis had to go along with this 
by keeping their bomb under wraps, but of course, 
they were going to do so anyway. In short, after all the 
high-level White House analyses of what to do about 
Israeli nuclear weapons, the recommended option was 
for the U.S. Government to stick its head in the sand. 

Kissinger and the top U.S. diplomats still pursued 
Israeli adherence to the NPT, just as had their prede-
cessors in the Johnson administration, and continued 
fencing with Rabin over the meaning of “introduce” 
in the Israeli nuclear mantra—again, without result. 
The fact was that by August, the first of the F-4s were 
already getting delivered to the Israelis. They didn’t 
have to give in on anything.

NIXON DECIDES

Since we have Kissinger’s memoranda and his for-
mal recommendations, it is tempting to see in them 
the intellectual lineage of the President’s decision. 
There is, however, a tendency to exaggerate the im-
portance of the written bureaucratic record—and the 
work of advisors altogether. High-level decisions of-
ten move on other tracks. In the end, it appears that 
Nixon did in his private meeting with Mrs. Meir on 
the nuclear issue—the meeting on that day covered 
other important topics—what he would have done 
anyway, quite apart from any advice he got. He gave 
the Israelis a pass on their nuclear weapons program 
primarily because he wanted them on his side in what 
he saw as his worldwide struggle with the Soviets. He 
did not care about the NPT and ignored Kissinger’s 
(seemingly genuine) recommendation to pursue an 
Israeli signature.19 Nixon seems to have decided the 
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United States would not pursue the question of Israeli 
nuclear weapons, would not press Israel to join the 
NPT, and would end the by-then farcical U.S. “visits” 
to Dimona.20 

It would also have been natural for Nixon to want 
to keep the entire arrangement secret, for one thing, 
to avoid charges of complicity in Israel’s nuclear pro-
gram. Similarly, Meir agreed to keep, or acquiesced in 
keeping, the existence of her weapons secret, which 
she had every incentive to do, anyhow.21 

Nixon had already set his course in favor of pro-
viding Israel with advanced weapons during the 1968 
presidential campaign. He said: 

The United States has a firm and unwavering commit-
ment to the national existence of Israel . . . as long as 
the threat of Arab attack remains direct and imminent 
. . . the balance must be tipped in Israel’s favor.22 

In speaking to a Jewish group, Nixon explicitly 
promised that, if elected, he would send the 50 Phan-
toms, and he told Rabin the same in a private meet-
ing.23

A March 1970 memorandum written by the Presi-
dent to Kissinger provides further insight into Nixon’s 
thinking underlying the 1969 Nixon-Meir deal.24 Nix-
on wrote the memorandum after his decision in early 
March 1970 to delay delivery of a later batch of F-4 
Phantoms provoked a storm of protest from Israel’s 
U.S. supporters.25 He had held up the planes because, 
with an eye on possible Soviet reaction, he did not 
want to tip the military balance in the Middle East too 
far in favor of Israel. His willingness to hold up deliv-
ery of the F-4s is interesting in itself. This is the same 
act that Kissinger earlier judged as too risky politi-
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cally for reasons related to nuclear proliferation or the 
NPT. But Nixon was prepared to make it for reasons 
he thought important enough.26 

In the March 1970 memorandum, Nixon told Kiss-
inger that, in further talks with Meir and Rabin, Kiss-
inger needed to “lay it on the line.” Nixon said the key 
to his own pro-Israel stance was opposition to Soviet 
expansion. He was counting on Israel to stand with 
the United States. The Israelis had to understand that 
their “only reliable friends are the hawks in this coun-
try,” not the liberals. RN (as Nixon referred to himself) 
“does not want to see Israel go down the drain and 
makes an absolute commitment that he will see to it 
that Israel always has ‘an edge’.” Nixon pointed out 
that he did not get many Jewish votes in New York, 
Pennsylvania, California, or Illinois—the implication 
of which was pretty clear.27 At the same time, he said, 
his “silent majority” voters would expect Israel to op-
pose Soviet expansion everywhere. He also stated:

will not stand for a double standard . . . it is a question 
of all or none. This is cold turkey and it is time that our 
friends in Israel understood this. . . . Unless they under-
stand it and act as if they understood it beginning now they 
are down the tubes.

Nixon was irked that U.S. Jews were hawks when 
it came to Israel but doves on Vietnam, and he obvi-
ously wanted the Israelis to help straighten out his 
domestic political opponents. But what mattered to 
Nixon most was that Israel stand fast with him against 
Soviet expansion. That is what the 1969 Nixon-Meir 
deal was mainly about. 
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WHAT U.S. OBLIGATIONS REMAIN FROM THE 
DEAL?

That 1969 deal still casts a shadow over U.S.-Israeli 
relations. There are reports that in 2009, President 
Obama provided Prime Minister Netanyahu with a 
letter that was said to “reaffirm” the 1969 agreement 
in writing.28 In light of this, it is worthwhile to recon-
sider the assumptions of the original 1969 deal and to 
ask to what extent they are still valid today.29 

In their dealings with both the Johnson and Nixon 
administrations, the Israelis accepted that not be-
ing “the first to introduce nuclear weapons into the 
Middle East” meant keeping their weapon’s existence 
secret and not performing nuclear tests. By Kissinger’s 
account, Nixon emphasized these conditions to Meir 
as the “primary concern.”30 Despite this, the Israelis 
conducted a nuclear test in 1979 in the oceans be-
low South Africa.31 More importantly, everyone now 
knows about the existence of Israel’s nuclear weapons. 
There is no longer even any ambiguity. 

There were a number of reasons the United States 
worried in the past about public knowledge of Israel’s 
nuclear weapons: One was that the Soviets might then 
have had to help the Arab countries in some way that 
increased the risk of a U.S. confrontation with the So-
viets. But now the Soviets are gone. Another reason 
was the fear that public knowledge of the Israeli nu-
clear weapons program would undermine the NPT, 
especially in the Middle East, by forcing Arab govern-
ments to respond with nuclear programs of their own. 
Well, now everyone outside Israel already knows and 
talks freely about Israeli nuclear weapons. Still an-
other reason was the concern that knowledge about 
the Israeli weapons might expose the United States to 
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charges of complicity in the Israeli nuclear program. 
But it is precisely the current policy of pretended ig-
norance about Israel’s weapons that makes the United 
States look foolish, hypocritical, and complicit to boot. 

In the end, it is up to the Israelis to decide how they 
want to deal with their half of the 1969 deal—whether 
to stick with “opacity.” But it is up to the United States 
to decide how to deal with our half—whether to con-
tinue the U.S. Government’s taboo on discussing Isra-
el’s nuclear weapons. Whatever reasons there may be 
to continue to do so, they do not include obligations 
flowing from the 1969 Nixon-Meir deal.
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she acquiesced in a formulation whose meaning only the future 
would reveal.” Kissinger, White House Years, p. 371, emphasis add-
ed. Nixon does not mention the September 1969 meeting in his 
memoirs. Meir was obviously the cleverest of the lot. Of course, 
it is possible that she may have been reluctant to agree not to test 
warheads. 

22. Statement by Richard Nixon, The New York Times, Septem-
ber 9, 1968.
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23. Rabin, The Rabin Memoirs, pp. 131, 133.

24. Memorandum for Henry Kissinger from the President, 
March 17, 1970. In his memoirs, Nixon quotes at length from this 
memorandum, so it seems to reflect his considered views.

25. Nixon quotes at length from it in his memoirs and de-
scribes the background as follows:

At the beginning of March I decided to postpone our 
delivery of Phantom jets to Israel. I had heard that the 
Soviets had come under renewed pressures from their 
Arab clients to surpass the new American deliveries to Is-
rael, and I hoped that since Israel was already in a strong 
military position, I could slow down the arms race with-
out tipping the fragile military balance in the region. I 
also believed that American influence in the Middle East 
increasingly depended on our renewing diplomatic rela-
tionships with Egypt and Syria, and this decision would 
help promote that goal. . . . One of the main problems I 
faced in this regard was the unyielding and shortsighted 
pro-Israeli attitude in large and influential segments of 
the American Jewish community, Congress, the media, 
and in intellectual and cultural circles. . . . There was a 
wave of criticism in the media and in Congress when 
my decision to postpone the Phantom deliveries was 
announced...I was annoyed that a number of the senators 
who were urging that we send more military aid to save 
Israel were opposing our efforts to save South Vietnam 
from Communist domination. I dictated a memorandum 
to Kissinger describing my feelings. . . .

26. Ultimately, of course, the Israelis got the planes. Another 
angle on the plane delivery decision is presented in a recent biog-
raphy of John Mitchell, Nixon’s Attorney General: 

Max Fisher, the late Jewish industrialist, philanthropist, 
and pro-Israel lobbyist, remembered pleading with Kiss-
inger in 1970 to speed up American delivery of a few 
dozen Phantom fighter jets for which Israel had paid, 
but, owing to pressure from Arab states, never received. 
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Completion of the deal would mark a decisive shift in 
American policy towards Israel: from neutrality to the 
guarantee of military supremacy Nixon had advocated 
as a candidate. . . . Who could convince the President? 
’Go see John Mitchell,’ Kissinger said . . . Fisher did as he 
was told—and got what he wanted.

See James Rosen, The Strong Man: John Mitchell and the Secrets of 
Watergate, New York: Doubleday, 2008, p. 127.

27. Although earlier in the memorandum, he says he is not 
motivated by the “Jewish vote.”
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Nukes Secret,” The Washington Times, October 2, 2009: “President 
Obama has reaffirmed a 4-decade-old secret understanding that 
has allowed Israel to keep a nuclear arsenal without opening it to 
international inspections. . . .”

29. In any case, the United States is not obligated to observe 
an informal private agreement of which there is no written record.

30. Kissinger wrote to Nixon in an October 7, 1969, memoran-
dum: “During your private conversation with Golda Meir, you 
emphasized that our primary concern was that the Israelis make 
no visible introduction of nuclear weapons or undertake a nuclear 
test program.”

31. President Carter’s Science Advisor Frank Press commis-
sioned a panel of academic scientists who devised an ingenious 
alternative scientific explanation about how the satellite might 
have been fooled. But every expert intelligence body in the gov-
ernment regarded the satellite signal as a valid indication of a 
test. Incidentally, such a test was also a violation of the Limited 
Test Ban Treaty, to which Israel is a party. Reed and Stillman, The 
Nuclear Express, p. 180.




