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Abstract of Thesis

Predicting Security Elite Behavior during the Collapse of
the North Korean Regime: A Comparative Case Study of Romania
This thesis examines how North Korean security elites might perceive and

respond in the event of a regime collapse. Drawing on Albert Hirschman’s theory of
exit, voice, and loyalty, it analyzes the 1989 collapse of Nicolae Ceausescu’s regime in
Romania as a comparative case. The findings suggest that, under crisis conditions,
North Korean security elites are likely to adopt one of four behavioral responses—
defection(exit), coup (voice), loyalty, and foot-dragging—depending on their situational

context and cost-benefit calculations.

The Romanian case demonstrates that as the costs of continued loyalty rise and
the perceived benefits decline, elites tend to defect. Those motivated by a desire to
restore regime stability may attempt a coup. High-ranking elites, equipped with
information and authority, are more likely to engage in defection, coup plotting, or foot-
dragging, whereas mid- and lower-ranking elites tend to remain loyal due to their

limited decision-making capacity.

Given the structural and political similarities between North Korea and
Ceausescu’s Romania, the study anticipates similar behavioral patterns among North
Korean security elites in a collapse scenario. In particular, initial defections may emerge
from the General Staff Department, while the State Security Department may be

positioned to lead a potential coup.
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Introduction

What developments are likely to unfold if the North Korean regime is
confronted with large-scale popular protests? Historically, many dictatorships have
collapsed under the pressure of such uprisings.! While dictators have relied on secret
police, tanks, and armored vehicles to suppress dissent, many have ultimately failed and
been forced from power. Authoritarian tools of repression often fail at critical moments.
In 1989, for instance, when Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu faced mass protests,
he repeatedly summoned his generals and secret police chiefs, demanding a violent
crackdown. However, contrary to his expectations, the military and security forces
refused to suppress the demonstrators.”> What led his once-loyal security elites to turn
against him? And could the same factors play a role in the potential collapse of the

North Korean regime?

To answer these questions, this thesis examines how the security elites of
declining authoritarian regimes choose their course of action, using the cases of
Romania in 1989 and a potential future collapse scenario in North Korea. Economist
Albert Hirschman, in his book Exit, Voice, and Loyalty, argues that members of a
declining organization make decisions based on cost-benefit calculations, leading them
to choose either exit, voice, or loyalty. In a regime collapse scenario, security elites will

be faced with options—defection, a coup, or continued loyalty. In addition to the three

! Thomas Apolte, "Mass protests, security-elite defection, and revolution", Journal of
Comparative Economics, Vol.50 No.4 (2022): 981

2 Cornel Ban, "Sovereign Debt, Austerity, and Regime Change: The case of Ceausescu’s
Romania, East European Politics and Societies and Cultures, Vol 26, No.4, (2012): 745
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behavioral types outlined by Hirschman, this analysis also includes foot-dragging—a
form of inaction in which security elites deliberately withhold action and observe the
unfolding situation. To examine this hypothesis, the study will first build a theoretical
framework based on Hirschman’s model to analyze security elites’ shifting perceptions
and behavioral choices during regime collapse. This framework will then be used to
analyze the case of Ceausescu’s Romania, which shares many structural similarities
with North Korea. Lastly, the hypothesis will be applied to forecast potential scenarios

for the collapse of the North Korean regime.

Studying security elites’ behavior in declining authoritarian regimes has
important academic and practical implications. Academically, the importance of this
study lies in its effort to predict the future behavior of North Korea’s security elites, a
group for which in-depth research is limited due to extreme restrictions on information.
While North Korea’s strict information control policies have resulted in a lack of
available data, necessitating reliance on assumptions and projections, this research seeks
to establish a systematic theoretical foundation for studying regime collapse by
validating its hypotheses through a historical case study. Within the policy domain, this
study seeks to support situational assessments and contingency planning by external
stakeholders by anticipating how North Korea’s security elites might perceive and

respond to internal instability.

The remaining of the dissertation is as follows. Chapter 1 outlines my
theoretical framework and methodology, incorporating Hirschman’s theory to analyze

security elites’ responses during regime collapse. Chapter 2 examines the case of



Ceausescu’s downfall in Romania in 1989 to assess the validity of the proposed
hypotheses. Chapter 3 applies these tested hypotheses to North Korea and offers
potential scenarios in the event of a regime collapse. Finally, I conclude the dissertation
with a brief discussion of my findings in the study of authoritarian regimes and

contingency planning for a potential North Korean collapse.

1. Theory and Methodology
1) Literature Review

Understanding security elites’ perceptions and behaviors is crucial for
predicting scenarios in North Korea’s regime collapse. The loyalty of security elites is
one of the most critical factors in sustaining a dictator’s power. Their defection can
accelerate the dictator's downfall, while their unwavering loyalty can obstruct the
success of the revolutionary movement.> However, most studies have focused on
simply predicting the outcomes of a regime's collapse or analyzing scenarios and
response strategies without adequately considering causal relationships or mechanisms

of security elites’ behaviors in times of regime collapse.

Research on the potential collapse of the North Korean regime has focused on
three significant turning points. The first body of research emerged in the early 1990s,
after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc, which triggered a major

economic crisis in North Korea and generated considerable interest in studies about

3 Thomas Apolte, "Mass protests, security-elite defection, and revolution", Journal of
Comparative Economics, Vol.50 No.4 (2022): 982
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regime collapse.* The second body of work emerged following the 9/11 attacks and the
subsequent U.S.-led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq during the Bush administration. This
period heightened concerns about North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, shifting focus to
scenarios of external intervention and regime change.’ The third wave came in the early
2010s, after Kim Jong-II’s death and the Arab Spring uprisings, redirecting research
toward internal collapse scenarios driven by North Korea’s worsening conditions. While
these studies offer valuable insights into potential scenarios and responses, they often
lack a deep analysis of the underlying conditions and logic of elites within the declining

North Korean regime.®

Recent research on the potential collapse of the North Korean regime offers
several noteworthy insights. Dr. Jennifer Lind’s 2012 study makes a significant
contribution by calculating the troop levels required for stabilization operations in the
event of North Korea’s collapse and identifying specific tasks to be carried out.
However, she begins her analysis by assuming that the collapse would unfold under an
optimal scenario—a condition she explicitly notes was set for analytical convenience to
facilitate the estimation of required forces and mission planning.” Bruce Bennett’s 2014

work took a broader approach, presenting a detailed analysis of various collapse

Kyung Mo Ahn, "The Paradox of Researches on North Korean Sudden Change", Journal of
International Politics Vol.21 No.2, (2016): 34-35

> Ibid., 36-39.

Kyung Mo Ahn, "The Paradox of Researches on North Korean Sudden Change", Journal of
International Politics Vol.21 No.2, (2016): 34-42

Jennifer Lind, "Planning for North Korean Collapse: Military Missions and Requirements",
Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol.55, (2012): 9-10, 41
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scenarios and corresponding response strategies. While Bennett proposed nine potential
scenarios, his discussion of the underlying causes remained limited, briefly mentioning
factors like failures in information control and growing elite dissatisfaction.® In a

follow-up study in 2018, Bennett explored strategies for integrating North Korean elites
during the unification process.” However, this research overlooked the perceptions and
needs of elites during the collapse itself, focusing instead on post-collapse incentives to

secure their cooperation.

Many existing studies on the potential collapse of North Korea focus primarily
on developing situational scenarios and proposing corresponding responses.'? However,
a notable gap in this research is the lack of a thorough analysis of the perceptions and
actions of security elites, a critical factor in the dynamics of regime collapse. Security
elites have historically played decisive roles in the regime collapse. In Benin and Togo,
for instance, some have defied orders, remained passive during protests, or sided with
revolutionaries, hastening the regime’s downfall. Others have exploited the chaos to
stage coups, while some remained loyal, resisting change even after the regime
collapsed. Additionally, many members of the security elite chose inaction, adopting a

wait-and-see approach as the situation unfolded.!! This thesis aims to address this gap

¥ Bruce W. Bennett, "Preparing for the Possibility of a North Korean Collapse", RAND
Corporation, (2013): 19-20, 41

? Bruce W. Bennett, "Preparing North Korean Elites for Unification", RAND Corporation,
(2018): 4

10" Ju Hee Hwang, "Analysis of the Status & Tendency of Researches on North Korea
Contingency", Department of North Korean Studies of Korea University, (2012): 32

' Julien Morency-Laflamme, "A Question of Trust: Military Defection During Regime Crises
in Benin and Togo", Democratization Vol 25, No.3 (2018): 466-467
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by focusing on the logic of authoritarian security elites in crisis by focusing on their
perceptions, motivations, and behaviors, which are essential in determining both the

trajectory and outcomes of a regime's collapse.

2) Theoretical Framework

Predicting an authoritarian regime’s collapse requires analyzing how security
elites—military officers, secret police, intelligence operatives, and law enforcement
agents—perceive and respond to its decline.'? Security elites’ varying perceptions
during crises directly impact a regime’s ability to retaliate, determining its survival or
collapse.!> While factors leading to regime collapse may include the rise of
revolutionary movements, coups, the death of a dictator, or other forms of civil unrest,
this paper will focus on the scenario of an authoritarian regime confronting large-scale

popular uprisings as a scope condition for analysis.'*

Revolutionary movements are among the common conditions that facilitate the
process of regime collapse. However, before such movements lead to the actual
downfall of a regime, one critical variable often intervenes: the perceptions and actions

of the regime’s security elites. It is important to recognize that security elites within a

12 Thomas Apolte, "Mass protests, security-elite defection, and revolution", Journal of
Comparative Economics, Vol.50 No.4 (2022): 982

1 Ted Gurr, "Psychological Factors in Civil Violence", World Politics vol.20, (Jan 1968): 264

4 Terence Lee, Defect or Defend: Military Responses to Popular Protests in Authoritarian Asia,
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014: 25-26
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declining regime are not a monolithic group. According to Albert Hirschman’s theory,
members of a deteriorating organization respond in one of three ways: exit, voice, or
loyalty.!> Security elites may engage in exit behavior, such as disobeying orders or
defecting to join revolutionary forces. Alternatively, they may choose voice behavior,
directly challenging the dictator’s authority through actions like staging a coup. In
contrast, those who refrain from such responses and continue to obey the dictator until
the very end demonstrate loyalty behavior. There are those who do not actively pursue
any of Hirschman’s three previously discussed responses. Rather, they engage in foot-
dragging, maintaining an opportunistic stance while passively observing how the

situation unfolds.

Security elites may defect and thus choose the ‘exit’ option if they foresee
regime instability, fear losing privileges, or view loyalty as increasingly
counterproductive for their survival.!® Those who choose to remain face two choices:
engage in voice behavior or continue being loyal.!” If they pursue voice behavior
driven by aspirations to restore the regime, they may attempt a coup to establish a new

power structure that preserves their interests and privileges.'® However, carrying out a

15 Albert O. Hirschman, "Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms,
Organizations, and States", Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2018: 36-
39

16 Steven R. Levitsky, Lucan A. Way, "Beyond Patronage: Violent Struggle, Ruling Party
Cohesion, and Authoritarian Durability", Perspective on Politics Vol.10 No.4, (2012): 870

7" Albert O. Hirschman, "Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms,
Organizations, and States", Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2018: 38

'® Song Wonjun, "Dictators, Personalized Security Forces, and Coups", International
Interactions 48:2, (2022): 208



coup requires both the means to use force to dethrone the dictator and the ability to
organize the coup plot. Moreover, in the event of a failed coup, security elites would
likely face severe reprisals, including execution, torture, or imprisonment. Given these
high stakes and the potential for failure, coup attempts are not a prevalent response
during regime collapse, especially when compared to exit behavior, which generally

involves lower risks and costs.’

Those who choose to remain loyal to a declining regime may hope for a
recovery from the dictator’s weakening grip. Albert Hirschman encapsulated this
mindset with the phrase "my country, right or wrong," which reflects the blind loyalty
often displayed by supporters.?’ This loyalty behavior is often rooted in limited access
to information and a lack of influence or authority. While high-ranking security officials
may become aware of the vast scale of anti-regime protests and the dictator’s failure to
make proper decisions, those in mid- and lower-level security elites are often isolated
from such information, relying instead on their own hopes and expectations amidst
uncertainty. Additionally, these lower to mid-ranking security elites lack the authority to
alter the situation in a way that would be more favorable to their interests. As a result,
while top-level elites may lead the way in choosing exit or voice behavior, mid and

lower-level elites, excluded from such decision-making processes, may continue

1 Jonathan Powell, "Determinants of the Attempting and Outcome of Coups d’etat", Journal of
Conflict Resolution Vol. 56, (2012): 1019

20" Albert O. Hirschman, "Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms,
Organizations, and States", Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2018: 78
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carrying out their assigned duties and obligations.?'

Finally, beyond Albert Hirschman’s three behavioral patterns—exit, voice, and
loyalty—a fourth, more passive strategy may emerge among some members of the
security elite: foot-dragging. Defined as “the action of delaying doing something that
you should do because you do not want to do it,” foot-dragging refers to the intentional
slowing or softening of repression under conditions of political uncertainty. This
behavior is most likely to appear among high-ranking elites who perceive a weakening
of the dictator’s authority amid mass unrest but are unwilling to risk open defection or a
coup. They may delay the execution of violent suppression orders, fearing post-collapse
retaliation, while simultaneously avoiding purges by refraining from overt betrayal. In
this sense, foot-dragging functions as a self-preservation tactic—a form of strategic

ambivalence that allows elites to hedge their position while awaiting the regime’s fate.??

I However, even their loyalty has breaking points. These typically occur when the
central figure of their belief, such as the dictator, is eliminated—through death or
escape—facilitating the regime collapse. Albert O. Hirschman, "Exit, Voice, and Loyalty:
Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States", Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 2018: 77-80, 227.

22 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday forms of Peasant Resistance, New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1985: 33



Actions Underlying Logic Predictive Behavioral outcome

Exit Cost-benefit Analysis Defection

Aspiration for

Voice regime’s restoration Staging a coup
Loyalty Lack of Information and authority | Remaining loyal to the regime
Foot dragging Opportunism Delaying the execution of

the dictator’s order

< Table 1. Underlying logic and Predictive behavioral outcome>

Thus, we can summarize three potential behavioral choices of security elites in

a declining authoritarian regime:

A) Exit Action When security elites perceive clear signs of a regime’s impending
collapse, they may decide to betray the dictator to protect their own interests and
survival. I argue that a cost-benefit analysis is an underlying logic that guides the
actions of security elites, such as disobeying orders or defecting to revolutionary
forces.?> Concerns about losing their status or facing punishment after the
regime’s fall, as well as the perceived benefits of siding with revolutionary

forces, might be the main drivers of the cost-benefit calculus.?

2 Terence Lee, Defect or Defend: Military Responses to Popular Protests in Authoritarian Asia,
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014: 18

#* Thomas Apolte, "Mass protests, security-elite defection, and revolution", Journal of
Comparative Economics, Vol.50 No.4 (2022): 990
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B)

0

Voice action Voice behavior refers to actions taken by individuals within a
declining organization to assert influence and attempt to restore stability.
Choosing voice action implies a delay in exiting the organization, as defection
would preclude further efforts at internal reform. For security elites who remain,
two options exist: work to salvage the organization they are loyal to or go down
with it. The former may lead to a coup, aimed at removing an ineffectual dictator
and stabilizing the situation by assuming control themselves. Their motivation
basically stems from a desire to preserve the organization, which includes
safeguarding their privileges and status. However, staging a coup is an
exceptionally complex and risky undertaking. Even amid regime collapse, those
plotting a coup must evade surveillance by loyalist forces and the dictator’s
inner circle. If the attempt fails, the consequences can be severe—ranging from
legal prosecution and political purges to execution. Nevertheless, if aspirations
for regime restoration and the perceived benefits of stabilizing the situation
outweigh the associated risks, security elites may pursue a coup as a form of
voice behavior.

Loyalty: Loyalty behavior is often driven by a belief that an organization,
despite its decline, may eventually recover. Remaining loyal to a declining
regime rather than engaging in defection or attempting a coup is akin to betting
on an uncertain future. Two conditions could drive loyalty behavior. First, this
loyalty is frequently prolonged by information gaps, as limited access to
accurate and up-to-date information can delay the recognition of the regime’s

11



actual condition.?® In particular, mid- and lower-ranking security personnel,
who typically have less access to information than their higher-ranking
counterparts, are more likely to maintain their loyalty for a longer period.
Second, security elites lacking the authority and capacity to actively influence or
change the situation may remain loyal to a declining regime. In this condition,
these security elites are making the most rational choice by adhering to their
assigned duties and following orders. However, loyalty is not permanent. Key
events, such as the death or escape of a dictator, often serve as pivotal moments
that alter the information and capacity conditions of security elites, ultimately
encouraging defection from loyalty. If such events are disclosed late or the
information is entirely suppressed, loyalists may continue carrying out their
duties, unaware of the regime’s collapse. Thus, the primary factor sustaining
loyalty behavior during the process of regime collapse is the lack of access to
accurate or up-to-date information.

D) Foot-dragging: In the face of regime collapse, some members of the security
elite may adopt a foot-dragging strategy as a means of self-preservation. This
behavior, rooted in opportunistic motives, involves intentionally delaying the
execution of the dictator’s orders for violent repression or purposefully
moderating the severity of suppression. Those most likely to engage in foot-
dragging are high-ranking security officials. As noted in the earlier discussion of

loyalist behavior, the majority of lower- and mid-level security personnel lack

% Steven Pfaff, "Exit, Voice dynamics and the collapse of East Germany: the Crisis of Leninism
and the Revolution of 1989", Duke University Press Durham, N.C., 2006: 171
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both the authority and access to critical information, leaving them with little
choice but to follow orders from superior officers. By contrast, senior elites
often have real-time access to intelligence and possess command authority that
enables them to modulate the timing and intensity of coercive actions. Through
foot-dragging, they are able to hedge their positions—buying time to observe
how the situation unfolds while quietly crafting a justification for their behavior.
In doing so, they seek to avoid future punishment or retaliation, whether from
the collapsing regime or the emerging revolutionary forces, depending on the

eventual outcome of mass popular uprising.?®

P Mass :
' Anti-Regime !
E Protests ___ \ Exit action q Defection
. . - Coup
Security Elites - Voice action
(Military Elites,
Secret Police. - Collapsing Regime
Intelligence agents,
Police) - Loyalty ‘ Defending the regime
Foot dragging - Delaying the orders

< Figure 1. Theoretical Framework >

%6 Thomas Apolte, "Mass protests, security-elite defection, and revolution", Journal of
Comparative Economics, Vol.50 No.4 (2022): 984, 992
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3) Methodology

This research employs a qualitative case study and scenario analysis grounded
in a theoretical framework that explains how security elites respond to regime
collapse.?” The framework outlines the decision-making logic of these elites and serves
as the basis for forecasting potential scenarios in the event of North Korea’s collapse.
Romania was selected as a case study due to its structural and behavioral parallels with
North Korea. Under Nicolae Ceausescu, Romania maintained a Stalinist-style
dictatorship characterized by a cult of personality, centralized surveillance, and
nepotistic governance—features that closely resemble North Korea’s political system.?
Notably, Ceausescu adopted many of these practices after his 1970 visit to Pyongyang.
Both regimes shared three key traits: (1) a personality cult-based dictatorship, (2) severe
suppression of civil society, and (3) extreme austerity amid economic failure, which

deepened public suffering.?

On the other hand, there are notable differences. First, following the death of
Kim Il-sung, North Korea elevated the political and institutional status of the military

through the Songun (military-first) policy, reinforcing the role of the armed forces and

27" Alexander L. George, Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social
Sciences, Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2005: 98-102

2 Greg Scarlatoiu, "The Role of the Military in the Fall of the Ceausescu Regime and the
Possible Relevance for a Post Kim Jong Il Transition in North Korea", Korea Economic
Institute, (2009)

? Jeong O Park, "The Romanian Revolution of 1989 and the Collapse of Ceausescu
Dictatorship", Eastern Europe & Balkan Studies Vol. 39, No. 2, (2014): 193-194
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empowering the dictator’s loyalist units. Second, unlike Romania, North Korea operates
multiple internal security agencies that are tasked with mutual surveillance and
oversight, preventing any single institution from accumulating excessive power. Third,
North Korea has completely prohibited voice behavior, leaving no room for the
emergence of internal dissent or opposition groups.>** Whether these similarities and
differences contributed to the contrasting outcomes—Ceausescu’s downfall versus the
continued survival of the North Korean regime—is an important question. However, it

lies beyond the scope of this analysis and will not be addressed in detail here.

Category North Korea Ceausescu’s Romania
Authoritarian Model Stalinist system with cult of personality
Civil Society Nonexistent Virtually absent

Strong institutional role | Marginalized by Ceausescu in

Military’s role (Military-first policy) favor of Securitate

Mutual surveillance

Security Apparatus among multiple agencies

Dominated by Securitate

< Table 2. Comparison between North Korea and Ceausescu’s Romania>

30 "Understanding North Korea 2024", ROK National Institute for Unification Education,
(2024): 46
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2. Case Study of Romania

1) Ceausescu’s Security Elites

Since Nicolae Ceausescu rose to power, Romania’s security elites served as the
regime’s core protective force, receiving extensive privileges and benefits in return for
their loyalty. Up until just a few years before the 1989 revolution, they remained
obedient to Ceausescu’s orders and brutally suppressed sporadic protests and strikes.
However, when faced with large-scale demonstrations in 1989, these same elites
exhibited various behavioral outcomes such as exit, voice, and foot dragging actions,
ultimately contributing to the regime’s collapse. What triggered this shift in their
perceptions and behavior? Before analyzing the causes of this transformation, it is first
necessary to provide an overview of the structure and characteristics of Romania’s

security institutions.

Ceausescu’s security elite comprised the military, the Patriotic Guard, the
Ministry of the Interior Forces, and the notorious secret police, the Securitate. The
military was the largest force, numbering about 140,000 in 1989, but only 30% were
officers classified as security elites. The majority—about 95,000 soldiers or 60%—were
conscripts serving 16-month terms. Military officers were socially and financially

disadvantaged compared to other security elites. For instance, records show that

16



Romanian army captains earned 15% less than their Securitate counterparts, and mid-

level officers frequently stood in food rationing lines alongside civilians.?!

The Patriotic Guard, a paramilitary organization primarily composed of
civilians, had the theoretical capacity to mobilize hundreds of thousands of members but
typically maintained a standing force of about 12,000 personnel. The Ministry of the
Interior Forces, tasked with policing and administrative duties, had 32,595 members,
including roughly 7,132 officers. With 38,682 personnel, the Securitate functioned as
Ceausescu’s exclusive intelligence and security apparatus. Its responsibilities ranged
from monitoring elite party officials to conducting political surveillance on citizens.
Additionally, it had operational capabilities, including four brigades dedicated to

Ceausescu’s personal protection and the suppression of protests.*?

A key structural vulnerability of Romania’s security apparatus under Nicolae
Ceausescu was the lack of institutionalized checks and balances among security
agencies. Unlike more coup-proofed regimes that intentionally divide power among
overlapping organizations to prevent any single institution from becoming too powerful,
the Romanian system concentrated intelligence and internal security functions within
the Securitate. This overreliance created a single point of failure and limited the
regime’s ability to cross-verify information or detect internal dissent within the elite

ranks. Furthermore, Ceausescu’s preferential trust in the Patriotic Guard—a lightly

31 Peter Siani-Davies, "The Romanian Revolution of December 1989", Cornell University
Press, 2005: 36-38

32 Tbid, 37
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trained paramilitary force—over the professional military signaled a strategic
miscalculation. While the Guard was ideologically loyal, it lacked the operational
capacity of the army, which was sidelined and demoralized. At the critical moment of
regime crisis, this fragmented and imbalanced structure failed to deliver an effective
response: the Patriotic Guard was largely unresponsive, and the sidelined military
ultimately became a key source of defection. This institutional design flaw accelerated

the regime’s collapse by undermining both internal cohesion and crisis responsiveness.

2) Collapse of the Ceausescu Regime

Romania's 1989 revolution can be categorized into four distinct phases. The
initial phase is characterized by the emergence of grievances among the population.
Beginning in 1980, persistent economic hardships and austerity measures fueled
widespread anger and discontent towards the Ceausescu regime. Moreover, the
worsening economic conditions adversely affected the privileges enjoyed by the
security elite. Even among the security elite, the secret police Securitate enjoyed greater
privileges and material benefits compared to the military. In addition, there was a
significant disparity in material benefits between the top officials and the middle and
lower ranks. The disparities in rewards and the diminishing privileges within the

security elite contributed to increasing regime instability.>?

33 Oyvind E. Lervik, "A New French Revolution? An Integrative Approach in the Analysis of
the Romanian Transition", University of Bergen, (February 2001): 44
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Secondly, the protests in Timisoara City were crucial in the trigger phase of the
regime's collapse. Unlike the earlier suppression of demonstrations in Brasov in 1987,
the security forces encountered an unanticipated wave of large-scale protests that
required massive violent repression. This situation resulted in many members of the
security forces either refusing to carry out orders to open fire or deliberately delaying
their response. The former may be interpreted as defiance—a passive form of
defection—while the latter reflects opportunistic motives and can be categorized as
foot-dragging, a strategy aimed at avoiding direct commitment while safeguarding
personal security. Consequently, this created an environment that encouraged greater

citizen participation in the protests.

During this regime crisis, varying behavioral patterns emerged among
Romanian security elites. As mass protests escalated nationwide and the spiral stage
began to unfold, some high-ranking elites who opted for voice behavior swiftly acted to
absorb elements of the revolutionary movement and formed the National Salvation
Front, aiming to overthrow the Ceausescu regime and establish a new government.
Meanwhile, others continued to display noncompliance and foot-dragging behavior, as
seen in the earlier trigger phase. Nonetheless, the majority of security elites remained
loyal and followed orders to violently suppress the demonstrators in defense of the

regime.**

3% Peter Siani-Davies, "The Romanian Revolution of December 1989", Cornell University
Press, 2005: 105-110
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Even in the midst of crisis, Ceausescu persisted in making poor decisions and
demonstrated a lack of situational awareness— undertaking a foreign visit to Iran,
organizing a large public rally in an attempt to display strength, and repeatedly insisting
on violent repression. In the final phase of the regime’s collapse, security elites
increasingly displayed exit, voice, and foot-dragging behaviors, signaling a critical
erosion of the dictator’s coercive authority. As more citizens witnessed hesitation,
disobedience, and defection among security elites, they realized that the machinery of
violence and repression no longer functioned. The Ceausescu regime entered a state of

35 No order from the dictator

what historian Steve Kotkin calls 'political bankruptcy.
could be effectively enforced, and the Romanian people no longer feared him. With

Ceausescu’s helicopter escaped from Bucharest on December 22, the regime collapsed

entirely.

3" A political bank run refers to a situation in which, much like a financial bank run, citizens
under a dictatorship no longer believe in the regime’s authority—despite pervasive
surveillance and repression. Historian Stephen Kotkin argues that such a political bank run
occurred in the late 1980s during the collapse of regimes in East Germany, Poland, and
Romania. Stephen Kotkin, Uncivil Society: 1989 and Implosion of the Communist
Establishment, New York: Modern Library, 2009
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Grievance ‘ | Trigger | | Spiral | | Collapse

Political Bank run

’ Ceausescu’s escape
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3) Security Elites’ Defection

According to the theoretical framework, those who chose defection did so
because they assessed that the benefits of abandoning the Ceausescu regime outweighed
the costs they would incur. However, as a privileged class, the security elite should have
little motivation to betray their regime. Their recruitment process was highly selective,
and they received far more privileges and material benefits than others. Despite
recognizing Ceausescu’s policy failures, the security elite had little incentive to act, as
defection risked imprisonment, execution, and the loss of their privileges. Furthermore,
considering the loyalty of individuals adhering to the belief of "Our country, right or
wrong," as described by Hirschman, it is highly likely that they remained committed to
their duties as long as their expectations for privileges and the prospects of the

Ceausescu regime stayed above a certain threshold.
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However, the security elites likely began losing confidence as the regime's
financial resources dwindled due to Romania’s economic challenges. This erosion of
resources reduced the privileges and material benefits they enjoyed.*® In 1989,
Romania's economy was valued at $187.2 billion, showing a decline of -5.8% from the
year before.?” Although the economy experienced gradual growth due to stringent
austerity measures, the majority of citizens faced significant economic hardships, even

among those in the security elite aligned with the regime.

Under these circumstances, a pivotal exit action emerged among Ceausescu’s
top security elites. As the December 16 protest in Timisoara grew to approximately
4,000 participants, Ceausescu instructed the Political Executive Committee (CPEX) to
deploy mechanized and tank units with verbal orders to open fire. However, Defense
Minister General Milea defied these orders, stating that there were no Romanian
military regulations that mandated troops to shoot at civilians.>® Considering the earlier
incidents of protest suppression, the violent crackdown on the 4,000 individuals
assembled in Timisoara did not pose a significant challenge to security forces. In

contrast to previous occurrences, such as Jiu valley strike in 1977 and Brasov protest in

3¢ Daron Acemoglu, James A. Robinson, "A Theory of Political Transition", The American
Economic Review Vol.91, No.4, (2001): 939

37 "Report for Selected Countries and Subjects" www.imf.org. Retrieved 28 May 2023
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/ WEO/weo-database/2023/April/weo-
report?c=968,&s=NGDP RPCH,NGDPD,PPPGDP,NGDPDPC,PPPPC,PCPIPCH,L
UR,GGXWDG NGDP,&sy=1980&ey=2028&ssm=0&scsm=1&scc=0&ssd=1&ssc=
0&sic=0&sort=country&ds=.&br=1

3% Tae Hyun Oum, "Characteristics of the Romanian Revolution of December 1989 and Some
Implications for North Korean Regime Change", Eastern Europe & Balkan Studies Vol. 39,
No. 1, (2014): 219
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1987, this incident suggests that a shift in perception and behavior may have taken place
among certain high-ranking members of the security elite group. Milea's defiance on
December 17 was a passive form of exit action.>* Following his lead, high-ranking
officials, including Securitate Chief Iulian Vlad, also refused to carry out Ceausescu’s
orders. Ceausescu condemned Defense Minister Millea and Securitate Chief Vlad for
failing to crush the protests, threatened them with execution, and considered removing
them from their positions. However, the CPEx denied the dismissal of the Defense
Minister and the Head of Securitate, and Ceausescu could not carry out his intention.
On the morning of December 20, while Ceausescu was visiting Iran, a large-scale strike
erupted in Timisoara. General Milea instructed General Stefan Gusa, who was in charge
of the suppression, to permit peaceful demonstrations in the city center, pull back tanks
and armored vehicles, and prohibit firing on citizens. Upon his return from Iran,

Ceausescu recognized that the situation was deteriorating.*’

December 22 marked the beginning of the security elite’s active exit action.

Following General Millea’s suicide that morning, Ceausescu appointed General Victor

39 Albert Hirschman argued that when the quality of a product declines, rational consumers opt

for exit by discontinuing their purchases and seeking alternatives. This process inherently
involves an interim phase in which the consumer halts engagement with the failing product
while searching for a viable substitute. Applied to the behavior of security elites, this
transitional stage can be understood as defiance—a refusal to comply with the dictator’s
orders that precedes full defection or alignment with an alternative political party. Although
General Milea did not openly defect to the revolutionary movement or conspire with an
emerging opposition, his outright rejection of Ceausescu’s orders—despite the clear risk of
imprisonment or execution—can be interpreted as a passive form of defection. His act reflects
an early manifestation of withdrawal from the regime, driven by a recognition of its imminent
collapse and the untenable costs of continued loyalty.

%" Jeong O Park, "The Romanian Revolution of 1989 and the Collapse of Ceausescu
Dictatorship", Eastern Europe & Balkan Studies Vol. 39, No. 2, (2014): 203-205
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Stanculescu as defense minister and ordered a violent crackdown. However,
Stanculescu deliberately stalled, instructing his troops to delay action. When things did
not go as expected, the dictator summoned General Stanculescu and criticized him
repeatedly. Nevertheless, General Stanculescu eventually directed the military to follow
former Defense Minister Milea's order and communicate with the protesters if needed.
Simultaneously, the Chief of Securitate, [ulian Vlad, directed Romania's Deputy Police
Commissioner of the Ministry of Internal force, General Romeo Campeanu, to refrain
from using weapons against the demonstrators. He also ordered Securitate branches
nationwide to avoid intervening in the protests and to cooperate with the protest
organizers. As news of Milea's suicide spread, some soldiers defected, shifting
momentum toward the revolution. General Stanculescu falsely claimed that Ceausescu
should flee from the furious protesters as reinforcements were on their way. Believing
the report, the dictator agreed with the recommendation and made his escape from the
Communist Party Central Committee building by helicopter. General Stanculescu and
other high officials engaged in outright exit actions on December 22 that went beyond
passive response, effectively hindering Ceausescu's ability to respond appropriately.
These actions can be viewed as "active defection," as they chose to defect from the

dictator and align with the alternative party.*!

1" Sararu, Dinu and Stanculescu Victor Antanasie (2005) Dinu Sararu in dialog cu Victor
Atanasie Stanculescu. Generalul revolutiei cu piciorul in ghips. Interviu-fise pentru un posibil
roman. Bucuresiti: Editura RAO. p.41, Jeong O Park, "The Romanian Revolution of 1989
and the Collapse of Ceausescu Dictatorship", Eastern Europe & Balkan Studies Vol. 39, No.
2,(2014): 208-209
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A key factor in the collapse of the Ceausescu regime was the security elites'
refusal to follow orders for violent suppression. In contrast to their response two years
earlier in Brasov, where approximately 20,000 anti-government demonstrators met with
force as the military and Securitate carried out Ceausescu's orders to encircle the city
and disperse the protests, the security elites in 1989 took a different approach during the
Timisoara protests, involving around 4,000 participants. This time, they chose not to
execute similar suppression orders. What explains this shift in decision-making among

the top security officials?

One plausible explanation is Ceausescu's persistent neglect of the military,
which may have diminished the perceived benefits of supporting his regime. As
previously mentioned, Romanian military officers were compensated less favorably
compared to their counterparts in other security elite groups. On August 23, 1989, the
regime further eroded military morale by abruptly canceling the planned promotions of
2,152 senior officers. Additionally, Ceausescu's policy banning military exchanges with
other Warsaw Pact nations undermined the military's sense of pride and
professionalism.*? These actions likely contributed to a steady decline in the privileges
and recognition that the military traditionally enjoyed, making them feel that the costs
of supporting the regime outweighed the benefits. This erosion of incentives may have
played a critical role in the military's decision to disobey suppression orders during the

Timisoara protests, marking a turning point in the regime’s collapse.*’

42 Peter Siani-Davies, "The Romanian Revolution of December 1989", Cornell University
Press, 2005: 40
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When the military, a key force in suppressing protests, decided to defect, the
burden of defending the dictator increased significantly for other security agencies, such
as the Securitate and the Ministry of the Interior Forces. The military, with its extensive
manpower and equipment, had previously served as a crucial pillar of the security
apparatus, effectively managing unrest in the past. However, once the military defected,
agencies like the Securitate and Interior Forces were left to shoulder the responsibility
of suppressing large-scale protests without the military’s support. This shift placed the
full weight of violent suppression on these remaining agencies. Leaders within these
organizations faced escalating risks, including the likelihood of being held solely
accountable for any bloodshed. Additionally, they had to consider the possibility of
retaliation from revolutionary forces if the regime were to fall. In this context, the
military's defection not only undermined the regime’s capacity to maintain control but
also created conditions that made defection a more attractive and viable option for other

security elites.

In short, when confronted with mass protests, Romania’s security elites
concluded that defying Ceausescu’s orders and allowing the regime to collapse posed
fewer risks and greater potential benefits than continued loyalty. The first notable act of
defection came from Defense Minister Milea, who refused to authorize a violent
crackdown. His disobedience triggered a chain reaction of similar behavior, including
refusals by key figures like Securitate Chief Iulian Vlad. These acts of defiance—

although passive in nature—represented a critical breach of loyalty at a moment of

(2021): 36
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acute regime vulnerability. Such high-level defections significantly influenced the
decisions of other wavering elites, demonstrating the cascading effect of perceived elite
betrayal. Notably, the military’s initial defection may be partially attributed to its long-
standing marginalization under Ceausescu, which eroded its institutional loyalty and

reinforced its incentive to abandon the regime.

4) Security Elite’s Voice Action

Some security elites may engage in voice behavior in an effort to reform a
declining regime. In its most extreme form, such behavior can result in a coup, while
more moderate forms may include expressions of criticism or dissatisfaction with the
regime’s policies. Security elites have traditionally been tasked with suppressing and
eliminating these dissenting actions. However, during the regime's collapse, they
paradoxically became active participants in such behaviors. To explain this shift, it is
crucial to examine the instances of voice behavior that occurred within the regime prior
to the revolution. This context provides valuable insight into the dynamics that led
security elites—once responsible for quelling dissent—to actively participate in

challenges to the regime’s authority as its power deteriorated.

One of the most significant forms of voice action by high officials against the
Ceausescu regime before the revolution was the "Letter of Six" incident. Following the
anti-government demonstration in Brasov in 1987, Silviu Brucan, who had previously
served as Romania's ambassador to the United States, penned a letter denouncing

Ceausescu and made it publicly known via foreign media outlets. This attempt marked
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the first instance in Romanian history where an internal government official openly
criticized the dictator, though it did not create significant repercussions at the time. The
Soviet Union safeguarded Brucan due to its Perestroika and Glasnost policy, preventing
Ceausescu from imposing severe penalties on him, aside from a relatively lenient house
arrest. Later, in March 1989, six senior members of the Communist Party, including
Brucan, publicly condemned the mistakes of Ceausescu's regime in a letter known as
the "Letter of Six," calling for a change in policy direction.** They claimed Ceausescu
was betraying socialism and called for reforms within the communist regime,
highlighting economic, diplomatic, and political failures. The six individuals involved
in this protest were promptly arrested. Following their interrogation by Securitate, they

were deported and placed under house arrest for espionage.*

The security elites, who had long suppressed these voice actions in Romania to
sustain Ceausescu's regime, sought to orchestrate a coup as signs of the regime's
impending collapse began to emerge. This action was motivated by the security elites’
conclusion that Ceausescu was no longer capable of restoring the regime on his own,
prompting them to take drastic measures to recover state authority. The first notable
example of security elite’s voice action during the revolution can be traced back to
Iulian Vlad, the head of Securitate. At around 3 a.m. on December 22, inside the Central

Committee of the Communist Party, he proposed to Defense Minister Milea that they

# Catherine Durandin, Zoe Petre, Romania Since 1989, Columbia University Press, New York,
2010: 43-50
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1989", M.E. Sharpe, London, 1995: 255, 278
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imply the possibility of a coup. This suggestion can be interpreted as a call for decisive
action to remove Ceausescu and consolidate the Romanian army with the secret police
forces. Defense Minister Milea dismissed Vlad's proposal. However, at this stage, it
seems that Milea was intentionally defying Ceausescu's directives, suggesting that his
loyalty to the dictator had already begun to fracture. General Milea found himself in a
personal dilemma, struggling to decide between an exit or voice action.*® If he aligned
himself with the revolutionary movement and took the path of active exit action, he
would be labeled a traitor to the regime, particularly in light of his position as the top
military brass and head of the regime's defense. On the other hand, if he supported
Vlad's proposal and engaged in an active voice action such as a coup, he would still be
burdened by the stigma of involvement in a volatile political scenario. If Defense
Minister Milea had supported Vlad's coup plan, it could have been a clear voice action
to protect their vested interests by removing dictator Ceausescu, who had lost authority

over the public and significantly reduced the expected benefits for the security elite.*’

As Ceausescu escaped from the Communist Party central committee building
via helicopter at approximately noon on December 22, an interim government known as
the National Salvation Front (NSF) was established immediately. Given the composition
of its members and the timing of its formation, it is evident that this organization was

not solely the result of the grassroots revolutionary movement. The NSF mainly

46 Catherine Durandin, Zoe Petre, Romania Since 1989, Columbia University Press, New York,
2010: 84

" Dutu, Alesandru (2010) Revolutia din Decembrie 1989 Cronologie. Editia a II-a, revazuta si
adaugita. Craiova: Editura SITECH. p.152, Jeong O Park, "The Romanian Revolution of
1989 and the Collapse of Ceausescu Dictatorship", Eastern Europe & Balkan Studies Vol. 39,
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consisted of individuals from the current and former regime, including Silviu Brucan
and Alexandru Birladeanu, who were members of the "Letter of Six." It also featured
various security elites, such as Defense Minister Stanculescu, Securitate General
Nicolae Militru, and Colonel Ardelanu, the Special Forces commander. Furthermore,
about 200 high-ranking officials from security forces took part in the NSF, which
included military leaders, Securitate agents, and members of the Party Executive
Committee. Among the participants in the NSF, very few individuals had consistently
advocated for a shift towards a democratic system; however, the majority were
primarily those who had served the Ceausescu regime.*® Following Ceausescu's escape,
General Stanculescu promptly issued a telephone order called "Nota Telefonica nr. 38."
This order signified the Romanian military's official endorsement of the revolution and
announced their withdrawal of loyalty from Ceausescu. Then, at 5 a.m. on December
23, the National Salvation Front (NSF) declared on television that the Romanian army
and the Securitate were collaborating to restore stability in the country. Additionally,
General Stefan Gusa, the Chief of Staff of the Army, and General Iulian Vlad, the head

of the Securitate, publicly expressed their support for the revolution.*’

The actions of the security elites can be interpreted as a form of coup for
several reasons. First, the National Salvation Front (NSF) was not a genuinely

representative body of the revolutionary movement; instead, it functioned as a coalition

* Oyvind E. Lervik, "A New French Revolution? An Integrative Approach in the Analysis of
the Romanian Transition", University of Bergen, (Feb 2001): 60-61
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of vested interests seeking to remove Ceausescu while preserving much of the existing
structure. By aligning with the NSF, security elites were able to secure their positions
and safeguard their safety in exchange for their betrayal of Ceausescu. For instance,
although the Securitate was officially disbanded following the revolution and
restructured as the Romanian Intelligence Service (SRI), nearly 50% of its personnel
were retained in the newly established agency.’® Additionally, the leadership of the
NSF was predominantly composed of former collaborators from the Ceausescu regime,
with only a small minority representing dissident intellectuals. This makeup highlights
that the actions of the security elites were not rooted in a genuine desire for systemic
change but were instead calculated efforts to preserve their influence and privileges

within the emerging political order.

The security elite actively obstructed Ceausescu’s ability to assess and respond
to the unfolding crisis, but they refrained from defecting to the revolutionary movement.
High-ranking members of the security apparatus deliberately disrupted the flow of
critical information to Ceausescu, delayed or outright ignored his orders for violent
crackdowns on protesters, and made decisions that undermined his authority.>!
However, there is no evidence that these elites, either formally or informally,
communicated with revolutionary forces or declared their defection before the

formation of the National Salvation Front (NSF).>? This lack of direct alignment with
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the revolution suggests that their actions cannot be classified as defection in the sense of
switching allegiances. Instead, their behavior is better understood as a calculated form
of voice behavior, aimed at removing Ceausescu while preserving the existing system—
or at least securing their own positions and safety. These actions reflect a strategic effort
to safeguard their power and privilege rather than a genuine commitment to the
revolutionary cause. Third, the revolutionary movement was significantly shaped by key
figures within the National Salvation Front (NSF), such as Silviu Brucan, a leading
member of the Letter of Six, and lon Iliescu, who assumed leadership of the NSF.
Neither Brucan nor Iliescu were genuine proponents of democracy; their focus was on
socialist reform. While they aligned with the protestors' demands for Ceausescu's
removal and a transition toward democracy, their actions were opportunistic rather than
ideological. Prior to the revolution, they advocated only for reforms within the socialist
framework, not for democratic transformation.>® Fourth, evidence indicates that
elements of the security elite were involved in pre-revolutionary coup planning. Shortly
before the revolution, a group of senior military and Securitate officials established the
Military Resistance Committee as a preparatory measure to support the uprising in the
event of mass protests. Prominent figures included General Ionita Militaru and Kostyal
Nicolae Radu, who worked to build a network capable of taking control of mechanized
divisions, tank units, and the air force and navy. They also engaged with the Securitate
and secured the involvement of figures like Dumitru Penciuc, the chief of staff for the

Ministry of Interior troops. As the regime collapsed, some of these individuals acted on
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their plans, including occupying the Ministry of Defense, reflecting their intent to

execute their strategies.’*

The reason security elites actively engaged in voice behavior, as outlined in the
theoretical framework, primarily stems from their aspiration for the regime’s
restoration. Romanian security elites, who had long witnessed the contradictions,
corruption, and incompetence of the Ceausescu regime, likely faced a critical choice as
the collapse became imminent. Observing Ceausescu's persistent misjudgments in the
face of crisis, they were left with two options: seize power through a coup to preserve
the regime under new leadership or fall with their leader. Given their exclusive control
over force and intelligence, a coup was not beyond their reach as a means to realize
their aspirations. While coup plots among the security elites had been in progress for
several months, Ceausescu remained largely unaware of these developments, likely due
to deliberate inaction by the Securitate, his sole intelligence channel. This assumption is
substantiated by the involvement of numerous senior Securitate officials in the coup.
Furthermore, Ceausescu's order for an immediate violent suppression of the Timisoara
protests was refused by Defense Minister Vasile Milea. In a dictatorship, such defiance
of the dictator's direct orders is a clear indication of a profound and irreversible decline
in authority. When Ceausescu attempted to penalize Milea and Securitate Chief Vlad by
notifying the Communist Party leadership of his intent, even this decision was
dismissed, further underlining the erosion of his control. By mid-December,

Ceausescu's political authority had almost collapsed. Recognizing the dictator's loss of
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33



power and the breakdown of his retribution mechanisms, the security elites acted to
safeguard their privileges and vested interests. They orchestrated the removal of
Ceausescu and established the National Salvation Front (NSF) as a political entity to
successfully execute the coup.’> These developments illustrate how Romania's security
elites, disillusioned by Ceausescu’s incompetence and failures, ultimately took matters
into their own hands—removing the dictator and seizing power themselves in a last-

ditch effort to restore the regime.

5) loyalty and its culminating point

During the collapse of the Ceausescu regime, an intriguing phenomenon
emerged within the security elite groups that chose to remain with the regime rather
than defect. Consistent with my theoretical expectation, this group primarily consisted
of lower- and mid-ranking security elites, diligently carrying out their assigned duties
until the very end of its collapse.’® Some even went as far as firing on protestors during
the escalating demonstrations. What caused this divergence within a group tasked with

the same responsibilities?

Two primary factors account for the differing behaviors among security elites:
access to information and decision-making authority. The first is information

asymmetry. High-ranking security officials often have access to timely and accurate

5> Edward Behr, Kiss the Hand You Cannot Bite, Villard Books, New York, 1991: 253
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information regarding unfolding events. This advantage enables them to assess the
likelihood of regime collapse more accurately and make informed decisions about their
responses. When nationwide protests spiral out of control, these elites are more inclined
to consider defection or stage a coup with greater assurance. In contrast, mid- and
lower-ranking security officials, such as battalion commanders and staff officers,
operate with very limited information. Their perspective is restricted to fragmented
updates from their superiors and the directives they receive, which prevents them from
independently evaluating the overall situation. Consequently, they are less likely to
develop or implement strategies that align with their interests, often resulting in a

tendency to simply follow orders from above.

For instance, when the National Salvation Front (NSF) was established right
after Ceausescu abandoned the Communist Party headquarters, it included numerous
high-ranking security officials. These individuals possessed detailed information about
Ceausescu’s waning authority, the scale of the protests, and the presence of dissenting
factions within the regime. This knowledge allowed them to join the NSF swiftly. In
contrast, mid- and lower-ranking security officials were left without a clear grasp of the
rapidly evolving circumstances, hindering their ability to make independent choices to
defect or choose other options. As a result, they continued to adhere to orders based on

the limited information available to them.>’

Second, the lack of authority of lower-ranking elites is another critical factor.
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High-ranking security elites possess a monopoly on the authority to use force, which
becomes an invaluable asset during periods of instability. They can exploit their
authority to rally support or engage in coup planning. Their influence is so significant
that they can determine the fate of either the dictator or the revolutionary forces. If high-
ranking security elites refuse to carry out violent repression, the dictator's regime is
likely to collapse. Conversely, if they comply with such orders, the revolution’s chances

of success are severely diminished.

In Romania, high-ranking security elites adopted exit and voice behavior,
leveraging their authority to secure guarantees for their safety and positions. By
abandoning Ceausescu and facilitating the regime's collapse, they ensured their own
survival and maintained their influence. In contrast, mid- and lower-ranking security
elites lacked the authority and discretion to meaningfully alter events or guarantee their
survival. They were compelled to follow their assigned duties without the power to
change the broader situation. For instance, it would be unimaginable for a battalion
commander tasked with suppressing protests to independently coordinate with
Securitate or police chiefs, occupy Communist Party headquarters, and demand
guarantees for their position. Such actions could only be initiated by generals or senior
commanders with close connections to the regime's inner circle. This disparity in
authority and decision-making power left mid- and lower-ranking security elites with
few opportunities to maximize their benefits or reduce risks through defection or voice
behavior. Acknowledging their limited influence, these individuals were generally
hesitant to engage in active dissent or defection. For them, loyalty to Ceausescu was the
safest and most rational choice, offering the best chance to preserve their roles and
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privileges within the existing regime.

The breaking point for those loyal to a dictator often arises when it becomes
clear that their anticipated outcomes are no longer achievable. According to Romanian
Army Lieutenant Colonel Ion Pomojnicu, who was at the Communist Party
headquarters, Securitate forces were actively preparing to suppress the protesters
outside the building until the moment Ceausescu attempted to flee by helicopter.
However, as soon as they realized that Ceausescu had left the headquarters, they
promptly began discarding their equipment and uniforms, changing into civilian
clothes.®® This event marks a pivotal breaking point in the loyalty of Ceausescu’s
supporters. While the exact number of Securitate agents who abandoned their duties
after 1 p.m. on December 22 remains uncertain, subsequent developments—such as
Securitate Chief Vlad’s speech endorsing the revolution on December 23—indicate that
Ceausescu’s escape led to widespread defections among his loyalists. The dictator’s
escape shattered their sense of purpose and allegiance, prompting many to abandon their

posts in the face of an irreversible regime collapse.

Following Ceausescu's escape and eventual capture, Romania descended into
chaos as unknown attackers, labeled "terrorists" and "counter-revolutionary forces",
engaged in violent activities. While their exact identities remain unverified, these
terrorists allegedly carried out indiscriminate shootings targeting civilian protesters and

military personnel, along with acts of sabotage, such as destroying buildings. A

58 Richard Andrew Hall, "Theories of Collective Action and Revolution: Evidence from the
Romanian Transition of December 1989", Europe-Asia Studies Vol.52 No.6, (2000): 1084
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prominent theory attributes these actions to loyalists within the Securitate’s counter-
terrorist unit USLA, the Fifth Directorate, the presidential guard, and trainees from the
Securitate’s Baneasa Academy, who maintained their allegiance to Ceausescu.>® If this
theory is correct, it suggests that these "terrorists" were willing to risk their lives in
counter-revolutionary efforts, even after the capital had fallen to revolutionary forces
and their leader had been captured. Their actions parallel the Vendée uprising,
representing an initial phase of rebellion by factions aiming to restore the old regime.
Their motivations likely stemmed from a commitment to reinstating Ceausescu’s rule
and safeguarding their positions and privileges within the regime. However, the swift
execution of Ceausescu, organized by the National Salvation Front (NSF) and
publicized widely through media outlets, abruptly halted the terrorist activities. The
announcement of Ceausescu's execution marked a critical second breaking point for the
loyalists, shattering any remaining hope of restoring his regime. Confronted with the
reality that further resistance was futile, the loyalists abandoned their efforts and chose
to defect entirely. This episode underscores the profound influence of symbolic events,
such as the execution of a dictator, in dismantling the loyalty and resolve of regime

supporters.*

In light of the counter-revolutionary terrorists who carried out reckless attacks

on civilians and the NSF, one might question why they did not sustain their resistance
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more persistently. The answer can be found in Albert Hirschman’s concept of the
"loyalist's re-entry dilemma." Hirschman argues that loyalists who remain committed to
an organization, even as it deteriorates, may eventually reach a breaking point and
leave. However, once they make this decision, they are unlikely to return, even if
prospects for the organization’s recovery emerge.®' This hesitation stems from the
disillusionment and hardship they had endured within the failing organization. Without
clear and compelling evidence of substantial recovery or renewal, these former loyalists
are unlikely to reintegrate. For Securitate loyalists, the emergence of a powerful
revolutionary government and the execution of Ceausescu—a central and irreplaceable
figure of the old regime—made further rebellion or counter-revolutionary actions
appear irrational. Under these circumstances, continuing resistance would have been
seen as both futile and self-destructive. In practice, most Securitate agents chose to
cooperate with the new government. Many even assumed prominent positions within
the new Iliescu administration, signaling their commitment to the new political
framework as a practical alternative.®> This behavior highlights their pragmatic decision
to align with the emerging power structure rather than persist in a losing battle for a

regime that had irreversibly collapsed.

6) Security Elites’ Foot-Dragging Actions
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An additional behavioral category observed during the collapse of the
Ceausescu regime is foot-dragging—a phenomenon discussed in the theoretical
framework as a deliberate delay or de-escalation in carrying out the dictator’s orders.
Rooted in opportunistic motivations, this behavior is employed by elites seeking to
hedge their position during regime crisis without committing fully to defection or
loyalty. A quintessential example of foot-dragging during the Romanian regime collapse
can be seen in the actions of General Victor Stanculescu, who was appointed by
Ceausescu as regional military commander following the escalation of protests in
Timisoara on December 21. Reluctant to take the position yet unable to overtly defy the
dictator, Stanculescu chose to avoid his assignment by checking into a hospital.
According to testimony, he requested not to be disturbed until the following day. At
approximately 5 a.m. on December 22, en route to Bucharest in response to a summons
from Ceausescu, Stanculescu stopped at the military hospital and requested a plaster
cast from an orthopedic doctor, later appearing at the Communist Party Central

Committee building in this condition.®®

Following the suicide of General Milea, who had previously resisted orders to
violently suppress demonstrators, Ceausescu appointed Stanculescu as defense minister.
Despite Ceausescu’s renewed orders to launch a crackdown, Stanculescu stalled by

ordering other generals to delay operations and observe the situation.** His instructions

63 Siraru, Dinu and Stinculescu Victor Atanasie (2005) Dinu Siraru in dialogcu Victor Atanasie
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did not reflect active loyalty, but neither did they signal outright defection or a coup
attempt. Instead, they represented a calculated effort to remain noncommittal and avoid
both the risks of rebellion and the dangers of loyalty. Thus, foot-dragging cannot be
fully classified as exit, voice, or loyalty. It is not exit, as it does not entail a clear break
from the regime; it is not voice, as it lacks a proactive challenge to authority; and it is
not loyalty, as it does not aim to uphold the dictator’s rule through effective
enforcement. Rather, it represents a fourth behavioral category—a strategic ambivalence
observable in elites who sense the regime’s decline but refrain from decisive actions.
This behavior is most likely to be found among high-ranking security elites. Unlike
mid- and lower-tier officers, who often lack access to critical information and authority
and therefore default to loyalty, senior officials are equipped with both situational
awareness and discretionary power. This enables them to delay orders or dilute their
implementation. In contrast, lower-ranking personnel, constrained by institutional
hierarchy and limited information, typically lack the means to engage in foot-dragging

and are thus more inclined to comply with directives from above.

7) Key Findings

During the collapse of the Ceausescu regime, Romania’s security elites
exhibited four distinct behaviors: exit, voice, loyalty, and foot-dragging. Defection

began within the military—long marginalized by Ceausescu—through passive
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resistance like order refusal, which later escalated into active alignment with
revolutionary forces. This shift reflected a cost-benefit calculation: as regime survival
appeared increasingly unlikely and the rewards of loyalty diminished, defection became
a rational strategy. The military’s withdrawal undermined the regime’s coercive power
and triggered similar reassessments among other security agencies, illustrating that cost-
benefit calculations, rather than ideological loyalty, primarily drove the behavior of

security elites during the regime crisis.

Second, some high-ranking security elites, in collaboration with regime
insiders, attempted to preserve the existing power structure by forming the National
Salvation Front (NSF) and initiating a coup as Ceausescu’s authority degraded.
Comprising senior security officials, politicians, and bureaucrats, the NSF disrupted the
chain of command, ousted Ceausescu, and swiftly carried out his execution. Although
the NSF established a new government, its reforms largely continued the legacy of the

old regime rather than introducing meaningful democratic change.

Third, most mid- and lower-ranking Romanian security elites continued to
follow orders until Ceausescu fled the capital. Lacking both authority and access to real-
time information, they were unable to actively shape their own fate and instead
remained committed to their assigned duties, hoping for stabilization. While some
participated in counter-revolutionary violence, news of Ceausescu’s escape and
execution quickly dispelled any remaining sense of loyalty, leading them to abandon

further resistance.
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Fourth, those who refrained from choosing defection, voice, or loyalty
engaged in foot-dragging—deliberately delaying or weakening their response to the
dictator’s orders while monitoring the evolving situation. High-ranking security elites,
with privileged access to information and decision-making authority, adopted this
opportunistic stance to assess which course of action would best serve their interests.
This behavior further undermined the dictator’s authority, and as regime collapse
became imminent, many of these actors shifted toward defection or coup participation

to maximize their personal gains.

In short, while all four behavioral patterns were fundamentally shaped by cost-
benefit analysis, each was ultimately driven by distinct motivations outlined in the
theoretical framework. Additionally, these choices were not fixed; transitions between
behaviors were also observed. For instance, some initially engaged in foot-dragging
later shifted to exit or voice actions, while others escalated from passive defection to
voice actions. This suggests that, under conditions of regime collapse, security elites do
not act as a unified bloc but make fluid, individualized decisions based on their personal

interests, individual aspiration, perceived risks, and situational awareness.

6. Prediction for North Korean regime’s collapse

1) Background and assumptions

The potential collapse of the North Korean regime can be broadly categorized
into two scenarios: Explosion and Implosion. Explosion scenario refers to the regime

falling due to war or other forms of military intervention by an external adversary or
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actor, as seen in the cases of Saddam Hussein's regime in Iraq or the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan. However, this study will exclude these scenarios from its analysis.
Implosion scenario, on the other hand, refers to the disintegration of the regime from
within, driven by factors such as the leader's death, a coup, or a popular uprising. These
scenarios often unfold simultaneously or develop in an interconnected manner.
However, as outlined in the theoretical framework, this study will specifically focus on

internal collapse triggered by large-scale popular uprisings.®

North Korea has established a rigid personalist dictatorship by mobilizing
security elites to enforce strict information control and ideological surveillance,
effectively preventing the formation of civil society. In contrast, many Eastern European
socialist states that experienced revolutionary transitions in the late 1980s—such as
Poland and East Germany—allowed some degree of opposition groups or activities.
Among them, only Ceausescu’s Romania closely mirrored North Korea’s political and
social environment, as it maintained an uncompromising personalist dictatorship and
systematically suppressed exit and voice behavior.® Therefore, if North Korea were to
face a large-scale popular uprising, its regime collapse could be assumed to follow a
similar trajectory to that of Romania, progressing through the stages of grievance —

trigger — spiral — collapse. Under this assumption, the anticipated perceptions and
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behaviors of North Korean security elites in such a scenario can be analyzed and
predicted by drawing comparisons with the responses of Romanian security elites

during the collapse of the Ceausescu regime.

North Korea, having closely observed the collapse of Romania and other
Eastern European socialist regimes, implemented various measures to prevent a similar
outcome. One of the most notable was the introduction of the Songun (military-first)
policy. Following the death of Kim Il-sung in 1994 and the dissolution of the Soviet
bloc, Kim Jong-il sought to overcome the regime’s crisis by elevating the military’s
role. He attempted to substitute the weakened party apparatus with military control,
recognizing that several socialist regimes—including Romania—had collapsed due to
the disloyalty, coups, or foot-dragging actions of their armed forces. To preempt such
risks, Kim significantly strengthened the military’s institutional status. However, under
Kim Jong-un, there has been a visible rollback of Songun politics, leading to speculation
about a shift in the military’s role within the power structure. In this context, the
collapse of Ceausescu’s regime remains a relevant and instructive case for

understanding potential trajectories in North Korea’s future.’

A popular uprising in North Korea, much like in Romania, would likely stem
from accumulated grievances driven by economic hardship and a growing sense of

relative deprivation.®® Historically, centralized economic policies such as the 2009
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currency reform and the abolition of general markets have resulted in disastrous
outcomes, exacerbating public discontent. More recently, the tightening of border
controls with China following the COVID-19 pandemic has severely disrupted
smuggling networks, intensifying frustration among residents who relied on illicit trade
for survival.®* Given these conditions, spontaneous protests, strikes, or other forms of
civil unrest could plausibly emerge. If these grievances escalate into large-scale mass
protests triggered by a specific incident, the collapse of the North Korean regime could
become a tangible possibility. As seen in Tunisia in 2010, where a street vendor’s self-
immolation ignited a revolution, or in Syria in 2011, where anti-government graffiti set
off a nationwide uprising, an unexpected and seemingly minor event could serve as the

catalyst for widespread revolt.

In the early stages of a popular uprising, Kim Jong-un is highly likely to issue
orders for a violent crackdown. Any form of compromise or concession could expose
his weakness and signal a loss of power.”® Therefore, he would likely direct local
military commanders and security officials to suppress the protests through force. If the
local security forces prove inadequate, additional troops and equipment could be

deployed to the area.

minimizing external dependence—suggests a degree of resilience. Accordingly, this study
does not treat external geopolitical shifts as a primary explanatory variable in analyzing
potential regime collapse scenarios.
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At this critical juncture, North Korea’s security elites would face an
unprecedented dilemma. They would, on one hand, bear responsibility for failing to
prevent a large-scale uprising—an event most have never confronted in their careers.
Even if they succeed in violently suppressing the protests, senior officials involved in
the crackdown could still face the threat of purges or even execution, as the regime
seeks scapegoats to appease public outrage or shift blame.”' A historical parallel can be
drawn from the 2014 Euromaidan protests in Ukraine, during which President Viktor
Yanukovych deflected responsibility for the lethal use of force by claiming that it was a
field-level decision made by security commanders, thereby transferring accountability

to his security apparatus.

On the other hand, the act of carrying out a violent crackdown would itself
weigh heavily on many elites. Having long been aware of the regime’s systemic
dysfunction and policy failures, they may find it increasingly difficult to justify mass
violence against their own people in defense of a corrupt and declining dictatorship.
Moreover, should the uprising escalate into a full-fledged revolution resulting in regime
collapse, those involved in repression would almost certainly be held accountable by the
successor government or international actors. As the costs of loyalty rise and perceived
benefits erode, the elites’ commitment to the regime would weaken. This internal
conflict would undermine the cohesion and responsiveness of the security apparatus,
leading to refusals to carry out orders or half-hearted enforcement across multiple

regions. As this dynamic intensifies, regime instability would rapidly accelerate.
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Deprived of coordinated support from his security elites, Kim Jong-un would find

himself increasingly incapable of halting the regime’s final collapse.

Meanwhile, some high-ranking security elites in North Korea may closely
monitor the deteriorating situation. They may initially engage in foot-dragging,
pretending to comply with the dictator’s orders while deliberately delaying execution or
reducing the intensity of violent repression—demonstrating an opportunistic stance
aimed at observing how the situation unfolds. As the crisis deepens and Kim Jong-un’s
mistakes and incompetence become increasingly evident, these elites are likely to
perceive a rising feasibility of a successful coup. In particular, the defection of key
security elites would serve as an important indicator signaling the beginning of Kim’s
authority collapse. With aspirations to restore the regime, these elites would likely seek
to overthrow Kim Jong-un and install a successor leadership—centered around a new

figure or faction—in an effort to preserve the existing system.”?

In contrast, mid- and lower-ranking security elites, lacking access to critical
information, would likely remain unaware of the political maneuvering occurring
among senior officials. Although they may be unsettled by the unprecedented scale of
popular unrest, they would have a limited understanding of the severity of the crisis.
Even if they partially recognize the gravity of the situation, their lack of information and
authority would make them more inclined to continue fulfilling their assigned duties

rather than conspiring or defecting in an uncertain environment.”

2 Brett Allen Casper, Scott A. Tyson, "Popular Protest and Elite Coordination in a Coup d’etat",
The Journal of Politics Vol. 76, No.2, (2014): 548
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In sum, given North Korea’s structural similarities to Ceausescu’s Romania—
particularly its rigid personalist dictatorship, absence of civil society, and suppression of
dissent—the collapse would likely progress through stages of grievance, trigger, spiral,
and collapse. In this process, North Korea’s security elites would play a pivotal role. As
public protests escalate, they would face a severe dilemma: remain loyal to a failing
regime at great personal risk or defect in search of self-preservation. Rising costs of
loyalty, fear of scapegoating, and the dictator’s exposed incompetence would likely
compel high-ranking elites to engage in foot-dragging and weigh options such as
defection or even coup plotting. In contrast, mid- and lower-ranking elites—Ilacking
access to critical information and decision-making power—would largely remain

passive and continue following orders.

2) North Korea’s Security Elite

North Korea’s security elites, tasked with safeguarding Kim Jong-un’s power,
are organized into five main agencies. While each agency carries out distinct missions,
their mandates are deliberately designed to overlap, creating an environment of
competition, surveillance, and mutual constraint. This structure reflects Kim Jong-un’s

coup-proofing strategy, which intentionally fosters inter-agency rivalry and oversight to

Protests Influence Coups d’etat, 1951-2005", Journal of Conflict Resolution Vol. 62, (2018):
602
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prevent any single organization from consolidating enough power to challenge his

authority.

The first is the State Security Department (SSD) (Gukga Bowiseong). Directly
under Kim Jong-un’s authority as Chairman of the State Affairs Commission, the SSD
is the regime’s primary security agency tasked with investigating anti-state and
ideological crimes, counterintelligence, and both domestic and foreign intelligence
operations. The SSD operates 13 provincial-level branches, including in Pyongyang,
and extends its surveillance network down to the lowest administrative units, such as ri-
level villages and inminban (people’s units). Its extensive monitoring system deploys
agents even at the grassroots level to oversee and report on residents' activities.
Additionally, under the pretext of counterintelligence and anti-regime operations, the
SSD infiltrates North Korea’s central government agencies and other security
institutions with informants. This allows the agency to exercise the broadest and most
pervasive control over both the general population and government officials, making it

the cornerstone of the regime’s internal security apparatus.

The second agency is the Ministry of Social Security (MSS) (Sahoe
Anjeonseong). Like the State Security Department, this agency operates directly under
the State Affairs Commission. While it outwardly functions as North Korea’s police
force responsible for maintaining public order, its fundamental mission is closely tied to
regime protection. The Ministry of Social Security is tasked with investigating all
criminal cases except political crimes. If a case under investigation is deemed to involve

political offenses, it is transferred to the Ministry of State Security. Additionally, the
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agency conducts nationwide population censuses every two years to monitor ideological
trends among the population. As part of this process, it classifies individuals based on
their Songbun—a socio-political categorization system that assesses residents’ loyalty
to the regime. Under this system, citizens are divided into core, wavering, and hostile
classes, which dictate their level of political trustworthiness and access to state
privileges. Like the Ministry of State Security, the Ministry of Social Security operates
13 regional branches across the country, including one in Pyongyang, reinforcing its

extensive control over the civilian population.”

The third agency is the General Staff Department (GSD), which is responsible
for the operational control of North Korea’s armed forces. The GSD oversees the
headquarters of each military branch, combat commands, and overall troop training and
combat readiness. While Kim Jong-un, as the Supreme Commander, holds ultimate
command authority, the actual deployment and operational management of military
forces fall under the jurisdiction of the General Staff Department. Although the Ministry
of National Defense exists as a separate entity, its functions are primarily limited to
force procurement, logistics, and rear support operations. Due to its lack of direct

operational control over military forces, it is not included in this analysis.

The fourth agency is the General Political Bureau (GPB), which serves as the

primary entity overseeing political control within the North Korean military. Acting as

"% Ken E. Gause, "Coercion, Control, Surveilance, and Punishment: An Examination of the
North Korean Police State", The Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, (2012); Yang

Suyoung, Sung Minju, Song Hanna, "Et3l & O 2|8t AHHEo| HHXNA

& 2 2" Database center for North Korean Human Rights, (2024): 28-42

o1



the party’s representative within the armed forces, the GPB ensures strict ideological
and political oversight over all military activities. Political commissars from the GPB
are embedded at every level of the military, from central headquarters down to
individual company units. Their primary responsibilities include ideological training,
political surveillance, and propaganda operations. Beyond their ideological role, they
wield significant authority over military personnel matters, including promotions,
disciplinary actions, and rewards. Most notably, military orders cannot be officially
issued unless they are signed by the GPB’s political officers, effectively giving them
veto power over operational commanders. This system grants the GPB extensive
influence as a political watchdog, ensuring that military officers remain loyal to the
ruling regime and that the armed forces do not develop into an independent political

entity.”

The fifth agency is the Military Security Bureau (MSB), which functions as the
counterintelligence agency within the military. Its primary responsibilities include
protecting military secrets, conducting counterintelligence operations, and investigating
ideological crimes within the armed forces. During the 1990s, the MSB gained Kim
Jong-il’s trust and was elevated to the status of the Military Security Command,
granting it oversight authority not only over the military but also over key institutions
such as the Workers’ Party, the State Security Department, and the Ministry of Social
Security. It was even tasked with conducting internal purges. However, in later years,

the MSB was demoted back to its original role as a military counterintelligence agency,

> Defense Intelligence Agency, "North Korea Military Power", (2021): 16-17
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focusing primarily on surveillance and control within the armed forces. The MSB
deploys security officers down to the company level, monitoring the activities of
military personnel and ensuring compliance with ideological and operational directives.
Through this extensive surveillance network, the MSB acts as a key mechanism for
maintaining political loyalty within the military and preventing any potential dissent or

unauthorized actions.”®
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3) Defection Scenario

Can decisive defection occur among North Korea’s security elites, similar to
Romania? If so, who would likely to do so, and under what conditions? To analyze the
likelihood of security elite defections in North Korea, it is essential to examine the
structure of the North Korean military. Unlike the Romanian military, the North Korean
military is specifically designed to prevent coups and strengthen party control through a
dual-command system. The General Staff Department (GSD) is responsible for military
operations, while the General Political Bureau (GPB) serves as a political watchdog,
ensuring ideological loyalty. Even if officers within the GSD order troop movements,
those orders cannot be executed without the cooperation and approval of GPB political
officers.”” This structure ensures strict oversight and control over the armed forces,
preventing independent action by military commanders. Given this arrangement,
officers within the General Staff Department are likely to harbor resentment toward
GPB political commissars due to their role in personnel decisions, ideological
surveillance, and daily interference in military affairs.”® Although verifiable evidence is
lacking, North Korea’s longstanding policy of party control over the military suggests
that officers within the GSD receive less favorable treatment compared to GPB political

officers or security elites from external agencies such as the Ministry of State Security
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or the Ministry of Social Security.” This structural imbalance may create a unique
vulnerability among GSD officers when weighing the costs and benefits of continued

loyalty to Kim Jong-un.

Furthermore, in the event of a large-scale popular uprising, GSD officers are
likely to be the group most reluctant to execute violent repression. Unlike GPB political
commissars or security elites from intelligence agencies—whose primary function is
population surveillance and control—GSD officers are professional soldiers tasked with
preparing for and winning wars to defend the nation against foreign threats. This
fundamental difference suggests that GSD officers may perceive the costs of violently
suppressing their own people as disproportionately high while seeing minimal benefits
in doing so. Even though they remain under GPB surveillance, GSD field commanders
could choose inaction, much like Romanian Defense Minister Vasile Milea, who
refused to order violent repression. Given the command structure, if GSD commanders
refuse to carry out suppression orders, GPB political officers lack the operational
authority to directly command military units to crush protests. This means that the
military, despite being structured to prevent coups, contains an internal weakness that

makes the GSD the most likely institution to initiate defection in a collapse scenario.®

In this context, the North Korean regime has long recognized the importance of
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ensuring the benefits of security elites within the General Staff Department (GSD) and
has sought to secure their loyalty through the "Military-First" (Songun) policy. After
Kim Il-sung’s death in 1994, his successor, Kim Jong-il, emphasized the role of the
military across all sectors of society, significantly elevating its status compared to
previous periods. However, while Kim Jong-un continues to incorporate elements of the
Songun ideology, his approach to military control has begun to diverge from his
father’s. In 2021, Kim Jong-un amended the Workers’ Party charter, shifting the
regime’s governing principle from "Military-First Politics" to "People-First Politics"
(Inmin Daejung Jeil Juui), indicating a potential change in the military’s position within
the regime.®! From Kim’s perspective, allowing the military to accumulate excessive
influence poses a potential coup risk, a threat he cannot ignore. However, if Kim Jong-
un gradually reduces military privileges and rewards to curb its influence, the North
Korean military may develop grievances similar to those that led to the Romanian

military’s eventual defection.

At present, the North Korean regime spends substantial resources on ensuring
elite loyalty through privileges and rewards. However, given North Korea’s economic
struggles, these benefits are largely sustained through illicit financial operations, such as
cyber theft, labor exports, and coal smuggling.®* If these financial resources were to

diminish for any reason—whether due to sanctions, internal mismanagement, or
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disruptions in their operations—the share of rewards allocated to security elites would
inevitably decrease. Such a decline in benefits, coupled with increased political
oversight over the military, could lead to growing dissatisfaction among security
elites—particularly those within the General Staff Department. If this trend continues,
parallels with the Romanian military’s eventual defection may become increasingly

relevant to North Korea’s security structure.®?

If the first signs of defection emerge within the General Staff Department
(GSD), the cost of defending Kim Jong-un will rapidly increase for other security
agencies, including the State Security Department (SSD), the Ministry of Social
Security (MSS), the General Political Bureau (GPB), and the Military Security Bureau
(MSB). A refusal to follow orders by one group will likely trigger a chain reaction,
significantly influencing the responses of other security agencies. As seen in Romania,
once the military refuses to carry out a violent crackdown, security agencies such as
secret police, regular police, and paramilitary forces may lack the manpower and
capability to suppress large-scale protests.®* Additionally, their leadership may hesitate
to use force due to the potential consequences of excessive violence, including the fear
of bearing sole responsibility for mass killings. Even if the regime survives the initial
unrest, security elites would still face severe punishment for failing to prevent the

uprising, making the benefits of supporting Kim Jong-un less appealing. As the costs of
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defending the regime increase while the potential rewards diminish, security elites are
more likely to adopt a wait-and-see approach rather than actively suppress protests.
From the perspective of demonstrators, this inaction signals the weakening of the
regime’s control and its inability to enforce repression through violence or retaliation.
This perception would, in turn, embolden protestors, escalating anti-government actions

and accelerating the spiral toward regime collapse.

As demonstrated in the case of Romania, the defection of security elites serves
as a critical turning point that escalates a crisis from the trigger stage to the spiral stage.
In particular, if a popular uprising initially remains confined to a specific region during
the trigger stage, the defection of security elites can rapidly transform it into a
nationwide movement. In Romania, for example, the small-scale protests that began in
the border city of Timisoara spread to the capital, Bucharest, following Defense
Minister Milea’s refusal to carry out suppression orders. In North Korea, a similar
pattern could emerge, with the initial outbreak occurring in the border regions, where
information about the outside world flows more freely, and surveillance and control are
less stringent compared to the central areas. Likely locations include North Pyongan,
Jagang, Ryanggang, and North Hamgyong provinces, where economic hardship and
dissatisfaction are already more pronounced due to their proximity to China. In contrast,
an uprising in Pyongyang is far less likely in the initial stages. The capital is home to
approximately three million people who belong to North Korea’s core elite class and
serves as the geographical heart of Kim Jong-un’s power structure. Given the strict

surveillance and privileges granted to its residents, it is improbable that an uprising
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would begin there.®> However, if a border-region uprising escalates due to security elite
defections, North Korea could enter the spiral stage, with unrest spreading toward
Pyongyang. Once protests reach the capital, the regime would likely enter the collapse

stage, ultimately leading to the success of the revolution.

4) Coup Scenario

In the event of large-scale protests that threaten the stability of the Kim Jong-un
regime, North Korea’s security elites may resort to a coup as a means of restoring the
collapsing regime. However, their aspiration to recover the regime does not
automatically lead to such action. Rather, they are likely to weigh their decision through
a cost-benefit analysis. The benefit of staging a coup lies in preserving their existing
power and privileges, while the costs include the risk of imprisonment, execution, or
exile if the attempt fails. Given these high stakes, security elites are unlikely to initiate a
coup unless they perceive a strong likelihood of success.’® However, if Kim Jong-un’s
authority visibly deteriorates and defections begin to occur within the military or other
security institutions, the perceived costs of launching a coup would significantly
decrease. Security elites would come to realize that the regime’s instruments of

repression and punishment are no longer effective, thereby reducing the risks associated

% Byungjin Han, "Political Upheaval in the Middle East and its Implications for the North
Korean Collapse", The Journal of Social Science, Vol.32, No.2, (2013): 136

8 Jonathan Powell, "Determinants of the Attempting and Outcome of Coups d’etat", Journal of
Conflict Resolution Vol. 56, (2012): 1019

99



with voice behavior. This shift in risk perception could become the critical factor that

motivates them to take action against the regime.

Among North Korea’s security elite organizations, the State Security
Department (SSD) is the most likely to conspire and execute a coup, similar to the role
played by the Securitate in Romania. As the regime’s primary security apparatus, the
SSD is responsible for both domestic and foreign intelligence as well as
counterintelligence operations related to regime protection and ideological crimes.®” It
maintains an extensive surveillance network across all levels of North Korean society,
including the Workers’ Party. Because SSD personnel gather and monitor information
on nearly all internal affairs, they are among the most informed about the contradictions
and failures within the regime. If the regime’s collapse appears imminent, SSD elites—
disillusioned by Kim Jong-un’s incompetence and corruption—could be motivated to

launch a coup.

However, in the event of a popular uprising, Kim Jong-un would likely turn to
the SSD as his primary instrument of suppression, placing the agency in the position of
both ultimate enforcer and likely scapegoat. A historical parallel can be found in 1989
Romania, where Nicolae Ceausescu repeatedly summoned Securitate chief Tulian Vlad
for briefings and orders as protests intensified, even threatening him with execution for

insubordination. While the SSD does not have direct command over military forces, it
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holds unrivaled intelligence access across government and party structures, making it

well-positioned to coordinate a coup.

A comparable case occurred in the 1991 Soviet Union, where KGB Chief
Vladimir Kryuchkov orchestrated a failed coup by mobilizing military, police, and
Communist Party elites. Aware of such historical precedents, North Korea’s leadership
simultaneously relies on and restrains the SSD. This precarious balance is reflected in
the regime’s historical pattern: since its founding, every SSD chief—except one—has
been purged or executed, a practice aimed at preventing the agency from accumulating

too much independent power.®

The coup plotters may draw their sense of a successful coup likelihood based
on Kim Jong-un’s mismanagement and continuous loss of authority. They may obstruct
the decision-making process by providing Kim with misleading information or
withholding crucial intelligence.®® In the Romanian case, for example, during the
uprising in Timisoara near the Hungarian border, some security elites falsely reported to
Ceausescu that Hungarian spies had infiltrated the protests, despite a lack of evidence.
Ceausescu, convinced of foreign interference and under the illusion that the majority of
the public still supported him, proceeded with a mass rally on December 21. This

decision backfired, turning into a large-scale uprising and becoming an irreversible

8 Ken E. Gause, "Coercion, Control, Surveilance, and Punishment: An Examination of the
North Korean Police State", The Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, (2012)

8 Martin K. Dimitrov, Dictatorship and Information, New York, NY: Oxford University Press,
(2023): 31
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mistake.”® As previously mentioned, a dictator’s incompetence and missteps not only
deepen regime instability but also significantly increase the likelihood of a successful

coup.

A coup does not require the mobilization of tens of thousands of troops; rather,
it can be effectively carried out if key units stationed in Pyongyang, such as the
Supreme Guard Command or the 91st Capital Defense Corps, have elements within
their leadership or operational forces involved in the conspiracy. Such planning could
take place before the outbreak of a popular uprising, similar to the Military Resistance
Committee in Romania, where the military and Securitate plotted a coup in advance.
Alternatively, it could be executed spontaneously after protests erupt, as seen in the
failed coup attempt by Securitate chief Iulian Vlad on December 22, 1989. In either
case, security elites who choose to engage in coup plotting are expected to act
decisively during the spiral stage of regime collapse. This is because the spiral stage
marks the point where the dictator's loss of power becomes undeniable, making the
feasibility of a coup significantly higher. At this stage, protests spread nationwide, and
defection among security elites becomes widespread, creating the conditions for a

successful overthrow of the regime.

If a coup succeeds, the security elites’ top priority will be eliminating the
dictator as a rallying point for loyalists. Since they have chosen to preserve the regime

rather than the dictator himself, they must prevent the ousted leader from regrouping his

% Peter Siani-Davies, "The Romanian Revolution of December 1989", Cornell University
Press, 2005: 65
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loyalists or seeking foreign support to reclaim power. In Romania, after Ceausescu fled
Bucharest, security elites within the National Salvation Front acted swiftly to capture
him. They ensured his execution through a rushed military trial, aiming to finalize their
coup and eliminate any possibility of his return. A similar scenario could unfold in
North Korea. If a coup takes place in Pyongyang and Kim Jong-un escapes, he may
attempt to reorganize his loyalists or seek assistance from China or Russia to regain
power. To prevent this, the security elites leading the coup will likely prioritize his

elimination to ensure that his influence is permanently neutralized.

5) Loyalty and its breaking point

Consistent with my framework, I expect that most mid- and lower-ranking
security elites in North Korea are likely to maintain passive loyalty to Kim Jong-un
until the regime's complete collapse. Their lack of access to information and decision-
making authority prevents them from considering alternatives to loyalty. For example,
even if sporadic uprisings occur in the North Korea-China border regions, those in
Pyongyang and other areas may remain unaware unless state-controlled media, such as
the Korean Central News Agency, reports on the events. This is due not only to North
Korea’s rigid information control policies but also to the fundamentally hierarchical
nature of its security apparatuses. In such a structure, lower-ranking members have
limited awareness into major decisions or the intentions of their superiors. Even if mid-
and lower-ranking security elites begin to recognize signs of regime collapse, they lack

the authority and ability to initiate a coup or other forms of resistance. It is nearly

6 3



impossible to imagine low-ranking officers in the State Security Department
independently meeting with military or Party elites to conspire against the regime. The
feasibility of such an event is extremely low given North Korea’s centralized control
structure. Ultimately, mid- and lower-ranking security elites will have only two realistic

choices: continued loyalty or defection.

Lacking sufficient information to make rational decisions, mid- and lower-
ranking security elites in North Korea are likely to determine that loyalty is a better
option than defection or coup.”’ From a benefits perspective, as long as the regime
remains intact, they can continue to enjoy their privileges and status. In terms of
potential costs, if the regime collapses, mid- and lower-ranking security elites are highly
likely to face retribution from the new revolutionary government for their past unlawful
actions. However, due to limited access to information, this prospect is unlikely to
significantly influence their decision-making.”? Moreover, remaining loyal requires no
additional effort beyond carrying out their usual duties, which they have been
performing for years. This perception is primarily shaped by their lack of access to

information.

Additionally, the lack of influence and authority within North Korea's security

apparatus may further compel mid- and lower-ranking elites to maintain passive loyalty

°!' Jung Yong Tae, Kim Jinwoo, "S%t2| 224 =% Hef X XZXZ3 Hat ZLAHT:
g8 A A, ARRE 7= Uel G 7|2 HEE 2
Institute for National Unification, (2011-04): 99

%2 Wonjun Song, "Dictators, Personalized Security Forces, and Coups", International
Interactions, Vol.48, No.2, (2022): 207
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to the declining Kim regime. These individuals operate strictly within a hierarchical
chain of command controlled by senior officials and are unable to interpret or act upon
the dictator’s intentions without direct orders from above. Even if some high-ranking
elites choose to defect or attempt a coup, the vast majority of mid- and lower-ranking
personnel lack the authority and influence to actively participate. For instance, if the
head of the State Security Department were to initiate a coup, he would conspire only
with top-tier security elites who possess access to the essential levers of power. Apart
from a few members of the dictator’s personal guard or capital-based units, most lower-
level security personnel would lack the authority and influence to shape the outcome.
As aresult, they are likely to remain passive observers, continuing to perform their
duties until the situation is resolved—either through a successful coup or the regime’s

overthrow by revolutionary forces following elite defection.”

In Romania, even as senior security elites defected or staged a coup, the
majority of mid- and lower-level security personnel remained loyal to their assigned
duties in defense of the regime. Until Ceausescu fled the capital, many of them
maintained defensive lines around the Communist Party headquarters and prepared to
suppress the demonstrators. They did not actively support the defections or resistance
led by the upper echelon, as their lack of information, authority, and influence left them

with few alternatives but to follow orders. While some rank-and-file soldiers defected or

% Merouan Mekouar, "Police Collapse in Authoritarian Regimes: Lessons from Tunisia",
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, Vol.40, No.10, (2017): 858-859, 864
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deserted to join the revolution, such cases were isolated and largely driven by emotional

impulses or spontaneous decisions under pressure.

Once a regime collapses, some loyal security elites may engage in counter-
revolutionary movements. In Romania, following the fall of the Ceausescu regime,
counter-revolutionary forces referred to as "terrorists" carried out violent actions against
anti-regime groups. They opened fire on civilians, attacked the National Salvation
Front, and caused numerous casualties. If these counter-revolutionary forces indeed
existed, their activities could be seen as an early-stage insurgency or resistance
movement aimed at restoring Ceausescu’s rule. A similar scenario could unfold in North
Korea if Kim Jong-un is ousted by revolutionary forces or a coup. Loyalist movements
may emerge, particularly in Pyongyang, where three million core elites reside. The
urban environment could provide favorable conditions for organized resistance.
Additionally, a political faction backed by China or Russia could emerge, creating a
power struggle with the revolutionary government that takes control of the central
authority. However, just as the activities of Romanian "terrorists" ceased completely
after Ceausescu's execution, a similar pattern could occur in North Korea. If Kim Jong-
un, as the symbolic leader, is eliminated, the strength of such a counter-revolutionary

movement would likely diminish significantly.**

%% Peter Siani-Davies, "The Romanian Revolution of December 1989", Cornell University
Press, 2005: 136
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6) Foot-dragging actions

In the event of large-scale popular protests in North Korea, some security elites
may engage in opportunistic behavior by deliberately delaying or modifying Kim Jong-
un’s orders for violent suppression. Similar to how Romania’s military under Ceausescu
slowly mobilized troops or dispatched unarmed forces to protest sites, North Korean
security forces may comply only superficially while intentionally limiting the use of
force. This type of foot-dragging does not constitute open defiance, but it enables elites
to hedge their position and wait for the regime’s trajectory to become clearer—

ultimately allowing them to align with the outcome most favorable to their survival.

Such foot-dragging behavior is unlikely to be confined to a single institution; it
could plausibly emerge within all major security organs, including the General Staft
Department, General Political Bureau, State Security Department, Ministry of Social
Security, and Military Security Command. However, this phenomenon would likely be
limited to high-ranking elites within these institutions. As previously discussed, mid-
and lower-ranking security elites lack the information and authority necessary to
interpret the broader situation and are therefore compelled to follow orders handed

down from above without significant discretion.

The opportunistic behavior of security elites is likely to accelerate the collapse
of the North Korean regime. Their foot-dragging actions may lead protesters to believe
that their resistance is working, fostering the perception that the regime’s longstanding

mechanisms of violence and repression are no longer effective. As a result, the protests
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are likely to grow in scale, prompting even more instances of exit, voice, and foot-
dragging among the security elites. Ultimately, as the dictator loses the ability to
maintain control over the situation, he will be forced to face the inevitable downfall of

his regime.”

7) Key Findings

Based on the collapse of the Ceausescu regime in Romania, a large-scale
uprising in North Korea would likely pose a serious threat to the stability of the Kim
Jong-un regime by triggering exit, voice, and foot-dragging behaviors among the
security elites. Confronted with orders to violently suppress protests fueled by long-
standing grievances, these elites would face a critical dilemma. As in the Romanian
case, initial signs of defection may originate from the military—particularly the General
Staff Department—whose institutional influence has diminished under Kim Jong-un’s
leadership. A refusal to obey orders or an act of betrayal by the military would not only
severely undermine Kim’s control over the situation but also prompt similar behaviors

among other security agencies, accelerating regime instability.

Meanwhile, the State Security Department (SSD), as Kim Jong-un’s most
powerful regime preservation apparatus, is structurally well-suited to orchestrate a coup.
With its broad intelligence-gathering capabilities and access to other institutions, the

SSD holds a strategic position comparable to Romania’s Securitate. Empowered to

% Joe T. Keel, "Standing Down: The Logic of Security Force Defection", University of Oxford,
(2021): 72
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monitor everyone from grassroots organizations to top-ranking party officials, the SSD
1s uniquely positioned to detect early signs of regime collapse and swiftly establish
alliances with other agencies or key figures. Under the pretext of preserving the existing
system, SSD elites may absorb disaffected high-ranking security officials and even

segments of revolutionary forces to initiate a coup.

Most high-ranking security elites who do not immediately engage in exit or
voice behavior may instead adopt a foot-dragging approach as an opportunistic strategy.
While outwardly complying with Kim Jong-un’s orders for violent suppression, they
may intentionally delay execution or circumvent directives through alternative means.
Depending on how events unfold—particularly if Kim’s authority collapses or
revolutionary forces gain the upper hand—these elites may later transition from foot-

dragging to more decisive exit or voice actions.

Lastly, mid- and lower-ranking security elites are likely to remain loyal to the
Kim Jong-un regime until the very end. Due to limited access to information and
decision-making authority, they are unable to accurately assess the unfolding collapse of
the regime or take proactive measures to secure their own safety or interests. With few
alternatives beyond obeying orders from superior units or commanders, they are
expected to continue fulfilling their assigned duties, clinging to the vague hope that the

situation might stabilize.
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Agency Expected Behavior Rationale

General Staff . . Diminished influence under
Initial defection .

Department Kim Jong-un
State Security e .

Department Potential initiator of a coup Capacity to stage a coup
ngh-.rankl'ng Exit, Voice, 'and Access to information and power
Security elites Foot-dragging

Mid- and lower-
ranking Continued Loyalty Lack of information and power
Security Elites

< Table 3. North Korean Security Elites' Predicted Behaviors>

Conclusion: Discussion and Policy Implications

This paper has examined how North Korea’s security elites might perceive and
respond during the collapse of an authoritarian regime triggered by large-scale popular
uprisings. Drawing on Albert Hirschman’s Exit, Voice, and Loyalty theory, it developed
a theoretical framework to explain elite behavior during regime decline and tested it
through a qualitative case study of the Ceausescu regime in Romania—an apt

comparison due to its structural similarities with North Korea.

The findings suggest that North Korean security elites, like their Romanian
counterparts, would likely pursue one of four behavioral paths: defection, coup, loyalty,
or foot dragging. The Romanian case revealed that when the expected benefits of
loyalty declined and the costs of repression increased, defections began—starting with
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Defense Minister Milea—and triggered a cascade of elite withdrawals. In North Korea,
coup-proofing measures and internal marginalization have bred latent grievances among
key military figures. Should these figures perceive regime survival as untenable, the
General Staff Department may initiate defections, triggering a destabilizing chain

reaction.

A coup becomes plausible when elites seeking regime continuity perceive the
dictator’s authority as irreversibly weakened. As seen in Romania, security elites
withheld action until collapse seemed inevitable. In North Korea, agencies such as the
State Security Department—armed with intelligence and coercive capacity—may
assume a similar role if defections expose Kim Jong-un’s inability to retain control.
Historical parallels with the Soviet KGB and Romanian Securitate reinforce this

possibility.

Loyalty is expected to persist longest among mid- and lower-ranking elites,
who lack both situational awareness and authority. These actors are less likely to defect
preemptively, instead continuing to follow orders until the dictator is removed or flees.
Romania’s experience showed that such loyalists abandoned resistance after
Ceausescu’s execution, and a comparable pattern may emerge in North Korea. While
some counter-revolutionary violence may occur, the loss of a unifying leader would

likely erode its momentum.

In addition to the established categories of exit, voice, and loyalty, the
Romanian case revealed a fourth behavior: foot-dragging. Some security elites delayed

or weakened enforcement of the dictator’s orders to avoid direct defiance while
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preserving flexibility. This opportunistic strategy allowed them to evade responsibility
and adapt to shifting power dynamics—a pattern likely to be mirrored by North Korean

security elites in a similar crisis.

Ultimately, this study contributes to both academic and policy discussions by
offering a framework to anticipate elite behavior during a potential North Korean
regime collapse. It underscores the importance of contingency planning that reflects the
internal dynamics of security institutions and identifies which agencies are most likely
to act under specific conditions. In particular, the finding that security elites do not act
as a monolithic group, but instead make differentiated decisions based on individual and
organizational interests, suggests the need for a more granular approach—one that
targets specific agencies and individual elites when formulating contingency strategies

regarding regime’s collapse.

Although constrained by the limited availability of empirical data on North
Korea, the analysis provides a structured approach for scenario forecasting. As more
information becomes available, integrating qualitative insights with quantitative

methods will enhance predictive accuracy and policy relevance.
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