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The Samson Option: Israel’s Plan to
Nuke Its Opponents
What’s ambiguous about Israel’s nuclear policy is not whether the country has these weapons,
but how it plans to use them.
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O n September 22, 1979, U.S. surveillance satellite “Vela 6911” detected a double flash of light in the

Indian Ocean midway between Africa and Antarctica that appeared to be consistent with the

detonation of a nuclear weapon. As researchers with the Federation of American Scientists (FAS)

note in their paper, “Israeli Nuclear Weapons, 2021,” U.S. intelligence at the time of “the Vela incident”

believed the double flash to be an Israeli nuclear test, conducted with logistical support from the Apartheid-

era South African government. A panel assembled by President Jimmy Carter, however, rejected this

conclusion based on a premise that the Administration knew to be false, but did not want to challenge

politically—that Israel did not possess nuclear weapons.

Israeli “nuclear ambiguity,” its lack of official confirmation or denial that it possesses nuclear weapons,

persists to this day. Nevertheless, as of 2021, researchers estimate that the country possesses ninety nuclear

warheads, capable of being delivered by aircraft, land-based ballistic missiles, and sea-based cruise missiles.

Israel is reserving these weapons for “the Samson Option”: an all-out assault on the civilian population

centers of its opponents.

Researchers have been able to reconstruct the history and current status of Israel’s nuclear program through

declassified materials, as well as statements by Israeli politicians and officers themselves. 

“Israeli officials do not explicitly discuss the country’s nuclear doctrine, but the country still needs to

implicitly signal the circumstances under which it would use nuclear weapons for deterrence purposes,”

says Kelsey Davenport, director of nonproliferation policy at the Arms Control Association, which advocates

for nuclear disarmament. “Reading between the lines of statements from former and current officials and

military planners provides insights into how the country may use its nuclear weapons, such as the Samson

Option.”

In 1999, Israeli-American historian Avner Cohen published Israel and the Bomb, which relied on recently

declassified documents from archives in Israel and the United States to piece together the process by which

the government of Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion colluded with or deceived U.S. President Dwight

D. Eisenhower, French Prime Minister Guy Mollet, and Norwegian Prime Minister Einar Gerhardsen to begin

construction of a nuclear reactor in the late 1950s. Ben-Gurion’s government first denied the reactor’s

existence, then insisted on its peaceful purposes in scientific research and energy production—all while

intending to produce weapons-grade plutonium. Israel may have assembled its first nuclear weapon as early

as 1967. It remains the only country in the Middle East with nuclear weapons.

The ambiguity around Israel’s nuclear arsenal also extends to its nuclear doctrine, or the circumstances

under which it would choose to deploy nuclear weapons. A previous report from the FAS describes a key

component of Israel’s nuclear doctrine as “the Samson Option,” a reference to the biblical figure Samson,

who killed himself and his enemies by collapsing the pillars of the temple in which they all stood. The

Samson Option similarly invokes murder-suicide, threatening any force that successfully defeats Israel’s

conventional military with nuclear retaliation.

“Israel’s policy of never formally acknowledging its nuclear arsenal makes its doctrine ambiguous, but the

Samson Option is believed to refer to Israel’s plans for overwhelming nuclear retaliation against non-nuclear

adversaries if the country faces an imminent, existential threat,” says Davenport. “It would likely include

deliberate, disproportionate nuclear strikes against non-military targets, such as cities, despite the clear

violation of international humanitarian law.”

The Samson Option stands in contrast to doctrines embraced by other nuclear powers, such as “Mutually

Assured Destruction” (MAD). Developed during the Cold War, MAD posits that nuclear powers like the United

States and the Soviet Union could deter each other from ever using nuclear weapons through the threat of

retaliatory strikes—that is, if one nuked the other, the other would nuke back, meaning neither would

survive. Unlike MAD, Israel’s Samson Option specifically threatens its non-nuclear opponents.

“MAD is designed to deter war or prevent war from escalating to nuclear use,” explains Davenport. “The

Samson Option is not designed to deter a nuclear adversary from a first strike or counter strike—Israel is the

only nuclear-armed state in the region. Rather, its purported purpose is to ensure Israel’s survival. Under the

Samson Option, nuclear weapons would be deliberately used against a non-nuclear adversary as a last resort

to prevent an Israeli defeat.”

The events of October 7, as well as the ongoing Israeli genocide in Gaza, reveal the dangers of Israel’s nuclear

doctrine. On October 7, conventionally armed Palestinian militants were able to successfully overwhelm

defenses at multiple points of the militarized border wall constructed by Israel around Gaza. The Palestinian

militants advanced under a barrage of rockets fired from Gaza into Israel—one of which struck an Israeli

military base housing nuclear-capable missiles, according to an analysis by The New York Times. 

Even after the Israeli military managed to repel the Palestinian militants, at least one Israeli politician called

for the use of nuclear weapons against Gaza, as reported by the Associated Press and others. Therefore, the

true ambiguity that now remains is not whether Israel possesses nuclear weapons, but how those weapons

might be used.

“Israel’s nuclear arsenal does not protect the state against conventional strikes, particularly from non-state

actors,” says Davenport. “Furthermore, the irresponsible rhetoric of Israeli politicians threatening to use

nuclear weapons against Gaza erodes the taboo against nuclear use and underscores the critical importance

of redoubling efforts to reduce nuclear risk and work toward disarmament.”
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Nukes
I am glad Israel has nukes and is willing to use them against its enemies. It the only deterrent they will
understand
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Nukes
Israel possessing nukes only destabilizes the region. It’s a bully’s tool and only incentivizes Iran and
Arabs to pursue their own nukes. And it will happen. It’s just a matter of when, so long as the Israeli’s
have their illegal nukes.
ZERKCS
MORE THAN 1 YEAR AGO | REPLY

Comment Feed

Lance le test de QI

Développe ta logique avec nos jeux cérébraux

MyIQ Ouvrir

DONATE

Get the latest
Progressive news
Sign up for our free email newsletter!

The Progressive Magazine
Advertise

Address Change

Current Issue

Gift Subscription

Subscriber Services

Subscription Renewal

More Ways to Give

Donate a car or other vehicle

Special Projects
Public Schools Advocate

  > About

  > Our Education Fellows

Progressive Perspectives

  > About

  > Clinics

The Basics
About Us

Contact Us

Donate

Privacy Policy

Jobs

Internships

Writers Guidelines

The Progressive Inc. publishes The Progressive magazine plus Progressive.org and Public Schools Advocate.

© 2026 • The Progressive, Inc. • 931 E. Main Street, Suite 10 • Madison, Wisconsin 53703 • (608) 257-4626

BUILT WITH METRO PUBLISHER™

Email address...

SIGN UP

 Share  Tweet  Email  Share  Share

 Share  Tweet  Email  Share  Share

THE LATEST MAGAZINE PUBLIC SCHOOLS ADVOCATE OP-EDS ABOUT US SHOP SUBSCRIBE DONATE

Do
na

te

https://progressive.org/topics/dispatches/
https://progressive.org/topics/israel/
https://progressive.org/topics/nuclear-weapons/
https://progressive.org/topics/war/
https://progressive.org/topics/israel-hamas-war/
https://progressive.org/topics/arvind-dilawar/
https://progressive.org/topics/arvind-dilawar/
https://progressive.org/magazine/how-to-make-a-war-reserve-nuclear-bomb-carrier-20240905/
https://progressive.org/latest/israels-orwellian-strategy-in-lebanon-zunes-20241002/
https://progressive.org/latest/israels-war-on-the-world-benjamin-davies-20241022/
https://progressive.org/latest/better-dead-than-captured-israels-protocol-for-its-soldiers-dilawar-20240619/
https://progressive.org/latest/drones-nukes-and-the-myth-of-reactor-safety-wasserman-20250129/
https://progressive.org/op-eds/after-eighty-years-nuclear-threat-remains-grave-helfand-20250801/
https://progressive.org/magazine/where-is-the-protest-carrier-20240624/
https://progressive.org/topics/arvind-dilawar/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/00963402.2021.2014239
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/nuclear-weapons-who-has-what-glance#:~:text=Israel%20is%20estimated%20to%20have,weapons%20in%20the%20Middle%20East.
https://www.armscontrol.org/
https://cup.columbia.edu/book/israel-and-the-bomb/9780231104838
https://www.icanw.org/faq_nuclear_weapons_middle_east#:~:text=Despite%20concerns%20over%20Iran's%20nuclear,the%20current%20war%20in%20Gaza.
https://nuke.fas.org/guide/israel/doctrine/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/03/1147976
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/04/world/middleeast/militant-rocket-israel-oct-7.html
https://apnews.com/article/israel-nuclear-weapons-gaza-iran-china-1e18f34dcec40582166796b0ade65768
https://progressive.org/magazine/how-to-make-a-war-reserve-nuclear-bomb-carrier-20240905/
https://progressive.org/latest/israels-orwellian-strategy-in-lebanon-zunes-20241002/
https://progressive.org/latest/israels-war-on-the-world-benjamin-davies-20241022/
https://progressive.org/latest/better-dead-than-captured-israels-protocol-for-its-soldiers-dilawar-20240619/
https://progressive.org/latest/drones-nukes-and-the-myth-of-reactor-safety-wasserman-20250129/
https://progressive.org/op-eds/after-eighty-years-nuclear-threat-remains-grave-helfand-20250801/
https://progressive.org/magazine/where-is-the-protest-carrier-20240624/
https://progressive.org/api/content/495fbd30-325a-11ef-839c-12163087a831/comments.rss
https://progressive.org/?form=FUNMVNRNZUN
https://progressive.org/advertise
mailto:info@progressive.org
https://progressive.org/magazine
https://www.indiepublishers.org/gift-subscription/
mailto:info@progressive.org
https://www.indiepublishers.org/subscription-renewal/
https://progressive.org/about-us/Support
https://careasy.org/nonprofit/the-progressive-inc
https://progressive.org/public-school-shakedown
https://progressive.org/public-school-shakedown/public-school-shakedown/
https://progressive.org/public-school-shakedown/meet-the-fellows
https://progressive.org/op-eds
https://progressive.org/op-eds/About-PMP/
https://progressive.org/op-eds/pmp-clinics/
https://progressive.org/about-us/mission-and-history
https://progressive.org/about-us/contact
https://progressive.org/?form=FUNMVNRNZUN
https://progressive.org/about-us/privacy-policy
https://progressive.org/about-us/opportunities
https://progressive.org/about-us/internships
https://progressive.org/about-us/writers-guidelines
https://www.metropublisher.com/
https://progressive.org/
https://progressive.org/latest
https://progressive.org/magazine
https://progressive.org/public-schools-advocate
https://progressive.org/op-eds
https://progressive.org/about-us/mission-and-history
https://www.indiepublishers.shop/
https://www.indiepublishers.org/subscribe
https://progressive.org/?form=FUNMVNRNZUN

