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Introduction

Why do some states cross the nuclear threshold while others stop short, and how does
the regional context shape what they build and how they plan to use it? This book
answers those questions by comparing three consequential cases—India, Pakistan,
and North Korea—whose choices have reshaped deterrence in South Asia and on the
Korean Peninsula. Each case illuminates the interaction of political drivers at home,
threat perceptions abroad, and the feedback loops that link doctrine to diplomacy and
crisis behavior. By studying these states together, we can see patterns that are
obscured when they are examined in isolation.

The core argument is that nuclearization is rarely the product of a single cause.
Security threats matter, but they do so through domestic institutions and ideas that
filter danger into action: civil-military relations, leadership beliefs, scientific and
industrial capacity, and national identity. Regional rivalries then amplify or dampen
these drivers by creating recurring crises, arms-racing incentives, and opportunities
for external patrons to project influence. The result is not a linear path but a
contingent process—punctuated by shocks such as wars, sanctions, and technological
breakthroughs—that produces distinctive doctrines and force structures.

Methodologically, the book blends comparative case studies with process tracing and
cross-regional analysis. It draws on declassified documents, official statements,
secondary scholarship, open-source technical assessments, and the growing body of
research on nuclear command and control. While each chapter engages specialist
debates, the narrative remains accessible to readers who seek a clear map of the
strategic terrain. Where evidence is contested, the analysis makes competing claims
explicit and evaluates their plausibility against observable behavior and material
constraints.

The India and Pakistan cases reveal how enduring rivalry can institutionalize nuclear
risks even as it stabilizes some forms of conflict. Tests and declarations codified
deterrence, but conventional-nuclear entanglement and the introduction of new
technologies—precision strike, dual-capable missiles, and sea-based systems—have
complicated signaling and compressed decision time. On the Korean Peninsula, North
Korea’s evolving arsenal and doctrine have been shaped by regime survival
imperatives, economic isolation, and the dynamics of alliance politics and extended
deterrence. Across both regions, China’s role—as competitor, patron, or strategic
reference point—has been pivotal in shaping perceptions of vulnerability and
opportunity.

Diplomacy has achieved partial, reversible gains rather than permanent settlements.
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Agreements and talks have created windows for monitoring and restraint, but they
have struggled against mistrust, shifting domestic coalitions, and verification
challenges. Sanctions and inducements have influenced pacing and posture without
eliminating the underlying incentives to retain or improve nuclear capabilities. This
mixed record underscores the importance of focusing on risk reduction alongside
nonproliferation—managing dangers even when rolling them back proves elusive.

The chapters that follow proceed from theory to history to policy. They trace the
origins of each program, examine how regional crises and external actors shaped
doctrine, and assess the evolution of delivery systems and command-and-control
arrangements. The analysis then turns to the performance and limits of
nonproliferation regimes, the mechanics of illicit procurement, and the implications of
new technologies that blur conventional and nuclear thresholds. The concluding
chapters translate comparative insights into concrete recommendations for diplomats,
regional specialists, and students of security: how to reduce escalation risks, where to
invest in confidence-building, and what leverage points remain in each case.

Ultimately, this book argues for a clear-eyed realism tempered by pragmatic
optimism. The drivers of nuclearization in India, Pakistan, and North Korea are deeply
rooted, but they are not immutable. Policies that align with domestic political realities,
acknowledge regional threat perceptions, and strengthen crisis-management
mechanisms can make deterrence more stable and war less likely. Comparative study
helps identify those leverage points—and avoid repeating past mistakes—by revealing
not just what went wrong, but where and how it can go right.
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CHAPTER ONE: Why States Go Nuclear: Models and
Methods

Every nuclear story begins with a step that cannot be undone. The decision to pursue,
test, or declare a nuclear arsenal is not merely technical; it is a wager about threat,
identity, and the limits of diplomacy. States cross the threshold for different reasons,
but the path is never random. It reflects how leaders perceive danger, the institutions
that turn fear into policy, and the regional theatres in which strategy is performed.
Comparing India, Pakistan, and North Korea reveals the common logics and distinctive
textures of this choice. It also exposes why nonproliferation policy often struggles to
keep pace with the politics of security.

Scholars have offered several models to explain why states go nuclear. Realists
emphasize the security dilemma: in anarchic environments, states seek the ultimate
insurance against coercion and conquest. Liberals highlight institutions, norms, and
economic costs, arguing that states weigh the benefits of integration and the price of
sanctions. Constructivists focus on identity and prestige, tracing how nuclear weapons
become symbols of modernity, sovereignty, or resistance. In practice, all three matter,
often in messy combination. Threat perception may ignite the process, domestic
politics channels it, and normative frameworks shape its costs and tempo.

India’s nuclear program grew from the shadow of war and the promise of autonomy.
After independence, leaders adopted a stance of strategic restraint, but the
humiliation of 1962’s defeat by China and the shocks of the 1965 and 1971 wars with
Pakistan eroded confidence in conventional deterrence and great-power guarantees.
The 1974 “peaceful nuclear explosion” signaled a hedging strategy: capability without
declaration, restraint with an option. Later crises, particularly the Kargil conflict and
the 2001-2002 standoff after the Indian Parliament attack, catalyzed overt testing in
1998 and a doctrinal turn toward credible minimum deterrence and punitive
retaliation.

Pakistan’s nuclear trajectory is inseparable from its rivalry with India and the trauma
of 1971's dismemberment. The loss of East Pakistan and the fear of a “one-unit”
subcontinental order pushed elites to see nuclear weapons as the only equalizer. The
“Islamic bomb” framing also carried domestic political weight, legitimizing military and
scientific priorities. After India’s 1974 test, Pakistan accelerated procurement,
leveraging its alliance with China and, later, the illicit network of A.Q. Khan. By the late
1980s, it had achieved a latent capability, tested in 1998, and adopted a doctrine of
credible minimum deterrence with an emphasis on battlefield flexibility.
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North Korea’s path was shaped by regime survival in a hostile environment. The
Korean War’s unresolved legacies, U.S. military presence, and periodic crises created
incentives for an asymmetric deterrent. The Agreed Framework’s collapse in 2002 and
the Libya precedent of denuclearization reinforced the lesson that abandoning nuclear
ambitions can be risky. A first test in 2006, followed by advances in missiles and a
declared status as a nuclear state, signaled a doctrine focused on deterrence by
punishment, including threats to use nuclear weapons in extremis. Economic isolation
and sanctions were endured, not avoided, as the cost of perceived security.

Security is the headline explanation, but domestic institutions and beliefs do crucial
work. Civil-military relations determine how threat assessments are filtered, who
controls the “red button,” and how resources are allocated. Scientific communities and
the defense-industrial base shape the feasibility of programs and the timing of
milestones. National identity—whether cast as non-alignment, South Asian balance, or
anti-imperial defiance—frames the moral and political justification for going nuclear.
Leadership beliefs matter; specific episodes, like the shock of 1971 for Pakistan, create
durable convictions that nuclear weapons are indispensable.

Regional dynamics provide the stage on which these domestic drivers play out. South
Asia’s India-Pakistan dyad is marked by repeated crises, limited territory, and short
flight times, which encourage diverse delivery systems and doctrines that blur
conventional and nuclear thresholds. The Korean Peninsula’s division, the U.S.-South
Korea alliance, and China’s proximity create different pressures: North Korea faces a
technologically superior adversary with extended deterrence guarantees, making a
survivable arsenal and missile development central. In both regions, rivals try to signal
resolve, but the presence of a third actor—China in South Asia, China and the United
States in Korea—complicates calculations.

External patrons and sanctions also shape pacing and posture. China’s assistance to
Pakistan and its complex relationship with North Korea have been pivotal, enabling
technology transfers and offering strategic cover. The United States has alternated
between pressure and inducements, from sanctions to diplomatic deals, with mixed
results. The Soviet Union’s role was once relevant for India; Russia remains a factor in
North Korea. Sanctions can slow procurement and force innovation, but they also
entrench self-reliance. Inducements can open diplomatic windows, but their
reversibility often undermines trust.

The tools of analysis for tracing these paths include process tracing, comparative case
studies, and mechanism-based explanation. Process tracing maps the sequence of
decisions, shocks, and feedback loops that link causes to outcomes, such as how a
crisis leads to a test, which in turn triggers sanctions and alters doctrine. Comparative
methods highlight patterns across cases, like the prevalence of “technological
nationalism” or the role of patron states. Mechanisms—such as “security spirals” or
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“normative entrepreneurs”—help explain recurrent dynamics without assuming
deterministic outcomes.

Evidence comes from many sources, but each has limitations. Declassified documents
and official statements offer insight into intent, though they are often shaped by
audience costs and strategic signaling. Technical assessments from open-source
intelligence—satellite imagery, missile tests, and expert analyses—reveal capabilities,
but doctrine and command structures remain opaque. Secondary scholarship provides
context and debate, while interviews and memoirs add texture. Triangulating among
these sources helps mitigate bias, though uncertainty remains an unavoidable feature
of nuclear politics.

A useful starting point is to distinguish between capability and posture. Capability
refers to the physical ability to produce fissile material, fabricate warheads, and
deliver them to targets. Posture describes how many and what types of weapons are
deployed, how they are organized, and under what conditions they might be used.
States often develop capability before declaring a posture, creating a “hedging”
phase. India hedged for decades; Pakistan moved from covert capability to declared
posture; North Korea layered its arsenal with asymmetric delivery systems before
formal recognition of its nuclear status.

We can outline a minimal analytical framework for explaining nuclear choices without
oversimplifying. Security threats provide the motive; domestic institutions provide the
means and the decision-making process; national identity and leadership beliefs
provide the justification; and regional dynamics provide the timing. External actors
shape costs and opportunities. The interaction of these elements produces
pathways—hedging, overt sprint, covert consolidation—that vary by context.
Recognizing these interactions prevents us from treating any single factor as sufficient
or necessary in all cases.

The security dilemma is often invoked, but it is not automatic. States can misperceive
threats, overestimate adversaries’ intentions, or underestimate their own defenses. In
South Asia, India’s fear of China and Pakistan’s fear of India created cross-pressures;
both pursued nuclear weapons even as they remained rivals. On the Korean Peninsula,
North Korea’s perception of existential threat from the United States coexisted with its
own coercive behavior, which amplified regional insecurities. The gap between
perceived and actual threat is where domestic politics and identity narratives often
rush in to fill the void.

Institutions matter because they determine who decides, how fast, and with what
checks. In democracies, legislative oversight and public debate can slow or constrain
decisions; in authoritarian systems, consolidation of power can accelerate them but
also make miscalculation more likely. Pakistan’s military dominance over nuclear
policy, India’s shift from civilian to strategic community leadership, and North Korea’'s
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personalized command structure illustrate different institutional routes to the same
destination. The balance between technical urgency and political caution is
institutionally contingent.

National identity provides the language that makes nuclear weapons morally and
politically acceptable. In India, nuclear weapons were framed as instruments of
sovereignty and technological achievement, consistent with non-alignment’s assertion
of autonomy. In Pakistan, they were cast as a shield against existential threat and a
symbol of parity with its larger neighbor. In North Korea, they are portrayed as a
guarantor of regime survival and a tool of dignity against external humiliation. These
narratives help domestic audiences accept costs and create resilience against external
pressure.

The role of technological milestones is decisive. The ability to produce fissile
material—plutonium or highly enriched uranium—often represents the point of no
return. India’s 1974 test demonstrated mastery of plutonium; Pakistan’s enrichment
program, aided by external networks, provided a parallel path. North Korea’s
plutonium program at Yongbyon and its later enrichment efforts built a diversified
base. Each breakthrough alters the risk calculus: once a state can reliably produce
warheads, the question becomes not if, but when and how to declare and deploy.

Regional crises function as accelerants. They compress decision time, reveal
vulnerabilities, and create political mandates for action. The 1998 tests in India and
Pakistan followed intense political and military crises, including Kargil and the
Parliament attack. North Korea’s nuclear advances coincided with flashpoints such as
the 1994 Agreed Framework collapse and the 2010s missile testing campaigns. Crises
are not simply triggers; they test doctrines and force postures, generating feedback
that shapes subsequent choices about numbers, basing, and readiness.

External constraints—sanctions, export controls, and nonproliferation regimes—shape
the costs and visibility of programs. States under tighter constraints invest in
indigenous production and covert procurement; they also time tests and declarations
to minimize blowback. The Nuclear Suppliers Group and the Missile Technology Control
Regime raise the price of proliferation but cannot eliminate incentives. In India and
Pakistan, sanctions produced short-term pain and long-term adaptation. In North
Korea, sanctions have been endured as a necessary burden, with elite survival
prioritized over economic growth.

Diplomacy’s role is often misunderstood as either a cure or a mirage. In reality,
diplomatic frameworks can temporarily dampen proliferation pressures but rarely
remove the underlying drivers. The Agreed Framework slowed plutonium production
but collapsed amid mistrust and domestic politics. The Six-Party Talks produced
statements but lacked robust verification. The U.S.-India civil nuclear deal
acknowledged India’s status while attempting to integrate it into broader norms. Each
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case demonstrates that diplomatic tools work best when aligned with domestic
incentives and regional threat perceptions.

A comparative lens reveals how structural factors interact with agency. India and
Pakistan share a dyadic rivalry, short flight times, and a history of conventional wars;
their doctrines emphasize punishment and counterforce flexibility, respectively. North
Korea faces a different geometry: a technologically superior adversary with alliance
guarantees, pushing it toward asymmetry and survivability through dispersion and
mobile missiles. Yet all three cases display the logic of deterrence by
punishment—threatening unacceptable damage—while exploring limited war options
that risk nuclear escalation.

Some common pitfalls complicate analysis. Projection—assuming that one’s own
rationality maps onto an adversary’s—can misread red lines. Technological
determinism—assuming that new systems inevitably change doctrine—overlooks
institutional inertia. Economic reductionism—assuming sanctions alone can reverse
programs—neglects identity and security drivers. Avoiding these pitfalls requires
sustained attention to the interaction of politics, technology, and perception, and an
openness to revising models as new evidence emerges.

A helpful typology distinguishes hedgers, declarators, and consolidators. Hedgers
maintain ambiguity while building capability, as India did for decades. Declarators
publicly assert nuclear status and outline doctrine, as India and Pakistan did after
1998. Consolidators focus on improving survivability, diversifying delivery systems,
and institutionalizing command, as North Korea has done in recent years. These
categories are not static; states can move between them as conditions change, and
overlapping trajectories can coexist within a single case.

We should also separate horizontal and vertical dimensions of proliferation. Horizontal
proliferation refers to the spread of weapons to new states; vertical proliferation
involves increasing the size or sophistication of existing arsenals. India and Pakistan
have pursued vertical growth alongside doctrinal refinement; North Korea has
expanded both numbers and technical capabilities despite constraints. Understanding
these dimensions helps clarify how proliferation evolves after the threshold is crossed,
and why it remains a persistent policy challenge even when horizontal spread is
limited.

To interpret behavior, it helps to ask what problem nuclear weapons are meant to
solve. For Pakistan, the problem was existential vulnerability to a larger neighbor; the
solution was parity through deterrence. For India, the problem was dual—China and
Pakistan—along with the desire for strategic autonomy; the solution was a minimum
deterrent that could pivot to extended deterrence over time. For North Korea, the
problem was regime survival amid a hostile alliance system; the solution was a
survivable arsenal capable of threatening U.S. interests. These problem-solution
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frames explain doctrinal choices and delivery system priorities.

Comparing pathways also reveals how timing is influenced by opportunity and risk.
States move when they perceive a window—either because an adversary is distracted,
a patron is helpful, or domestic politics offers cover. They pause when costs spike or
when diplomatic progress promises gains. India’s 1974 test was timed to coincide with
a global moment of permissive ambiguity; its 1998 tests came after political
consensus solidified and crises exposed vulnerabilities. Pakistan moved in tandem
with India, but relied more on external networks. North Korea moved when isolation
deepened and the costs of not having a deterrent appeared higher than the costs of
sanctions.

In mapping these paths, it is crucial to avoid deterministic language. Proliferation is
not inevitable; it is a product of choices constrained by structure and enabled by
agency. Leaders can choose to delay or accelerate; institutions can build checks or
speed passage; domestic coalitions can broaden or narrow the base of support.
External actors can raise or lower costs; they cannot dictate outcomes. Understanding
this interplay is the first step toward a realistic appraisal of why states go nuclear and
why, once they do, reversing course proves so difficult.

The chapters that follow apply these models and methods to the specific histories of
India, Pakistan, and North Korea. They trace the origins and milestones of each
program, link doctrinal evolution to regional crises, and examine the interplay of
technology, command and control, and diplomacy. By maintaining a comparative
focus and a mechanism-based approach, the book aims to provide a clear map of the
political drivers, regional dynamics, and security consequences of nuclearization in
South Asia and the Korean Peninsula.
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