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Abstract 

Why do leaders decide to pursue, acquire, and give up nuclear weapons; furthermore, why do some programs take 

longer to acquire nuclear weapons than others? I argue that minor power nuclearization is more likely to occur when 

the leadership perceives an existential threat to the security of the state. Drawing from the International Relations (IR) 

rivalry literature, I argue that the minor power’s nuclear-armed rival and its behavior and nuclear strategy are 

important sources of existential threat. Minor power leaders are more prone to perceive an existential threat when its 

stronger rival does one or more of the following: intervenes as a third-party participant in a strategic rivalry involving 

the minor power and a secondary rival, extends a nuclear deterrent to states in close proximity to the minor power, and 

deploys nuclear weapons on the soil of states close to the minor power. With respect to program duration, I argue that 

the interaction between technological and economic variables plays a role in determining the length of time (in years) 

states need to acquire nuclear weapons. Finally, in terms of nuclear forbearance, I posit that a decline in perceived 

threat levels determines whether or not the leadership decides to dismantle its program and give up the state’s nuclear 

arsenal. To examine my argument, I employ qualitative methods to analyze two cases: North Korea and South Africa.  
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