
 | 1 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KOREAN STUDIES 

WORKING PAPER SERIES 
 

Is the DPRK really a ‘train wreck in slow motion’? The Prospects for 

a People’s Power Rebellion in North Korea 

 
Abstract  
Predictions of the collapse of North Korea (the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or DPRK) have arisen repeatedly in the 

last thirty years. One scenario put forward by both researchers and journalists has been a People’s Power (or popular) 

rebellion. Victor Cha, for example, argues that cases of unrest since the 1980s show that an ideological clash between official 

state policy and a rapidly marketizing society will result in an imminent rebellion. This paper uses theories about (1) regional 

occurrences of rebellion and (2) military defection from autocratic regimes to opposition movements. It analyses data about 

unrest (food riots, protests and violent clashes) taken from researchers, defector testimony and South Korean media reports and 

examines the military institutional structure of the DPRK. The available data indicates there is a highly uneven pattern of unrest 

that does not spread beyond remote coastal or border regions in the northeast and northwest. Reduced levels of violence during 

unrest suggest authorities have developed new strategies using counteractive methods targeted at individuals rather than opening 

fire on crowds. These new strategies may have helped hinder the spread of violence. The overall patterns of unrest do not point to 

the type of central state collapse that occurred in Romania in 1989 or Tunisia in 2011, but a regionally restricted and potentially 

bloody conflict. The DPRK lacks a dissident political elite capable of leading an opposition movement, and neither does it have 

the type of personalistic institutional ruling structure that increases the likelihood of military defection to an opposition 

movement. In sum, the likelihood of a popular rebellion in the DPRK is far from certain.   
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Introduction 

Predictions of the collapse of North Korea (the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or 

DPRK) have arisen repeatedly in the last thirty years. These predictions followed the 1989 

demise of Eastern European communism, the 1991 fall of the Soviet Union, the 1994 death of 

Kim Il Sung, the widespread North Korean famine of 1996-7, and the death of Kim Jong-il in 

2011 (Hassig and Oh 2015, 192). Possible scenarios for collapse have included a military 

coup, external intervention, and the assassination of Kim Jong-un. Another scenario put 

forward by both researchers and journalists—and in November 2017, by Thae Yong-ho, the 

former DPRK deputy ambassador to the United Kingdom—has been a People’s Power (or 

popular) rebellion. Such a rebellion might be in the manner of the 2011 Arab Spring events 

that overthrew entrenched dictatorships in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, or the 1989 overthrow 

of Ceaușescu in Romania (BBC News 2017). 

The term People Power was first used to describe the 1986 Philippine protest 

movement that overthrew Ferdinand Marcos’ government and became the inspiration for the 

mass rebellions against dictatorships in South Korea in 1987 and in Eastern Europe in 1989 

(Lee 2015, 6).i Street protests against dictatorships erupted in major cities, and opposition 

movements led by disenfranchised elites emerged from these protests and built widespread 

followings. In each of these cases, the military refused to suppress the demonstrations, made 

pacts with the opposition, and helped overthrow dictatorships. The role of mass protests in 

initiating or sustaining the breakdown of dictatorships is also important, because in many 

cases where dictatorships have been transformed into democracies over the past three 

decades, demonstrations have been a key feature of opposition strategy (Lee 2015, 8-9). 

Following the succession of Kim Jong-un, the third leader of the DPRK’s Kim 

dynasty, researchers have taken a greater interest in the possibility of People’s Power-type 
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rebellions in North Korea. Lankov (2013, 114) argues that greater awareness by North 

Koreans of the affluence of the South will lead to attempts to overthrow the Pyongyang 

regime, but he believes fear of state control prevents this.ii Hazel Smith (2015, 257) claims 

that ‘popular uprisings’ are prevented by punitive sanctions, and because people prioritize 

their own survival. South Korean journalists have also speculated that following the 2011 

Arab Spring, there is increasing likelihood of widespread urban protest in the DPRK (Yonhap 

2011). The question of popular rebellions has also been linked by researchers to the debate 

over the effectiveness of international economic sanctions against North Korea—sanctions 

that are ostensibly aimed at forcing Pyongyang into renouncing its nuclear and ballistic 

missile development programmes. Lankov (2017; 2014, 207) suggests that the unstated aim 

of economic sanctions is to starve North Koreans into rising up against their regime. Victor 

Cha (2013, 416), former North Korean advisor to President George W. Bush (2001-9), has 

done the most detailed analysis of the question to date. He concludes that the North Korean 

regime will indeed collapse through a popular rebellion. 

Cha argues that the Arab Revolutions of 2011 demonstrate that all authoritarian 

regimes have the potential to face their own ‘Ceaușescu moment,’ referring to the historical 

moment in December 1989 when a crowd turned on Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu as 

he gave a speech. Cha argues this was the instant that the veneer of indestructibility vanished 

from the dictatorship and the Romanian people began a revolution that toppled the regime. 

Within four days of this speech, Ceaușescu and his wife were arrested, tried, and executed. 

Such a moment, Cha argues, will also take place in the DPRK as a result of an ‘ideological 

clash’ between the official state line, which preaches absolute loyalty to the ruling system, 

and the transformation of the belief system of a population that is being forced to fend for 

itself by engaging in market activities (2013, 424).  
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The economic changes Cha describes have been well researched. Market activities 

have become a vital feature of North Korean daily life since the 1990s, brought on by that 

decade’s economic collapse, the failure of the Public Distribution System (PDS), and the 

1996-7 famine; all of which forced people to find survival mechanisms that do not depend 

upon state support. The result has been the emergence of marketplaces in which labour, 

foodstuffs, raw materials and consumer goods are traded on a for profit basis (Ward 2016).  

Travel has become easier thanks to opportunities to bribe officials, farmer’s markets have 

flourished, and an increasingly porous border has allowed many people to develop a level of 

‘economic independence’ hitherto unknown in the North (Choi 2017, 791). 

For Cha, ‘[m]arkets create entrepreneurship. And entrepreneurship creates an 

individualist way of thinking that is alien to the government’ (2013, 424). The DPRK 

government is ruled by what Cha terms a ‘selectorate’—an elite composed of party members, 

military officers and bureaucrats who are ‘co-opted’ to the state (ibid, 430). While the 

‘selectorate’ enjoys exclusive privileges, the urban and rural poor are forced to fend for 

themselves. A single event, such as the DPRK government’s botched 2009 crackdowns on 

markets, could thus provide the ‘spark’ leading to open opposition and then to the collapse of 

the dictatorship (ibid). 

 To back this prediction, Cha offers nineteen examples of what he calls ‘domestic 

disturbances’ in the DPRK (ibid, 429). These events date back to 1981, and include failed 

coups and assassination attempts against Kim Jong-il, collective suicides in protest against 

market crackdowns, illegal leafletting, anti-state graffiti and vandalism, bomb attacks against 

state institutions, and open mass confrontation between groups of angry North Koreans and 

security forces (ibid, 429). Cha claims that these incidents provide evidence of the 

revolutionary potential of the DPRK population—in other words, they demonstrate the 
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capacity of the population to resist the dictatorship. Cha concludes that the growing public 

anger resulting from the clash of state and public ideologies means that North Korea is a 

‘ticking time bomb’ or a ‘train wreck in slow motion.’ His question is not whether the regime 

will crash, but when.  

Cha made his predictions of an imminent collapse in 2013, but five years on, the 

DPRK stands firm, which invites speculation as to why no popular rebellion has occurred. Of 

course, researchers of popular rebellion like Jack Goldstone argue that predicting such 

complex events is more or less futile. The ‘paradox of revolution,’ Goldstone continues, is 

that the overthrow of dictators like Ceaușescu, Mubarak and Ben Ali look obvious in 

hindsight, but no one ever sees such events coming (2014, 19). When central state collapse 

occurs, it is often rapid and unannounced. Popular rebellion occurs, he argues, at the rare 

intersection of five essential elements – and often these are not immediately evident to 

outside observers (Ibid). Two of Goldstone’s elements form the basis of Cha’s argument, 

namely; popular anger arising from widespread inequality and the emergence of an ideology 

to galvanize opposition. However, Goldstone argues that a popular rebellion also requires a 

largescale, widespread popular mobilization in response to perceived injustice. In addition, 

the leadership of elites – current, former or out-of-favour power-holders in government, is 

essential in coordination of mass mobilization into a nationwide movement since spur-of-the-

moment protests are more likely to dissipate or be suppressed (Ibid., 18; Lee 2015, 50). 

Finally, a successful popular rebellion in which an autocratic regime is overthrown is also 

dependent upon favorable international support for an opposition movement (Goldstone, 

2014, 19).  

As a historian I am more used to explaining reasons for the occurrence of rebellions in 

premodern Korea rather than speculating about why rebellion has not occurred in modern 
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North Korea. But in this paper, I speculate that the DPRK may not be a trainwreck in slow 

motion at all and any potential popular rebellion may be hindered by two of the factors 

identified by Goldstone as essential to the emergence of a significant popular challenge to the 

state. First what appears to be the limited potential for the spread of unrest (by which I mean 

food riots, street protests; while ‘clashes’ between security forces and groups of ordinary 

people indicate that protest has turned violent) beyond remote rural areas, and second, there is 

a strong possibility that any emergent movement would lack elite support essential in its 

development into a serious challenge to the regime. My paper is framed as a response to Cha 

whose claims have as yet gone unanswered, and it is admittedly speculative, based like Cha’s 

arguments, on fragmentary and limited data sources about protest and elites in the DPRK. So 

I hope to offer, an alternative scenario to Cha’s account, one that is altogether more 

depressing–in which unrest does not spread, elites do not join a popular movement and 

central state collapse does not occur. 

Prospects for Widespread Mobilization 

Data about Unrest 

Valuable information about the factors impacting the widespread mobilization of people into 

a wider movement capable of challenging the regime can be gleaned from previous accounts 

of unrest in the North. Information about the different forms of unrest, their regional 

concentration, and how they have been handled by the authorities can provide important clues 

about their patterning and possible outcomes. However, the sourcing and use of data about 

unrest in the DPRK is highly problematic for researchers of rebellion. The main sources of 

data – North Korean official reports, foreign intelligence reports, defector testimony, South 

Korean media accounts all provide challenges to the investigator.  
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The DPRK is careful to avoid what Richard Hall (2000, 1078) calls the ‘boomerang’ 

effect. This refers to the ill-fated attempt of Ceaușescu’s administration to put their own spin 

on regional unrest in December 1989 by condemning it as the disorder of ‘hooligans’ or 

‘drunks’, which ended up spreading the protests further (ibid).iii For example, rather than 

making announcements on national media, local authorities in the DPRK publically 

condemned alleged cases of arson, illegal leafletting and graffiti in 2010 and 2015 to 

encourage citizens to betray the perpetrators. But regional state representatives also attempted 

to contain news about such events spreading beyond the immediate locality by imposing 

temporary blanket travel restrictions (Kim 2016). Local authorities do not appear to report 

cases of unrest at all. For approximately ten days after market clashes in 2011 in Sinŭiju, the 

authorities allegedly attempted to stem the spread of news about the incidents by restricting 

regional travel and even attempted a ‘crackdown’ on mobile phone use (Kang 2011b). 

Controlling the spread of news about unrest can impact mobilisation, an implication 

discussed below.  Obtaining information on unrest from national or international North 

Korean media outlets is therefore difficult.  

Another challenge lies in the fact that newspapers and websites and other sources of 

information about DPRK unrest like The Daily DK, Radio Free Asia (hereafter, RFA) or 

Chosun Ilbo often have anti-regime agendas. The Chosun Ilbo for example, appears to have 

used reports of social unrest in the DPRK in 2011 as evidence of the effectiveness of (1) 

attempts by anti-DPRK groups to spread news about the Middle East rebellions and 

encourage dissent within the North, and (2) a hard-line foreign policy denying economic 

cooperation with the regime in order to promote collapse.  

In addition, reliance upon intelligence sources and defector testimony presents 

challenges. As Hazel Smith observes, intelligence agencies have particular agendas, which 
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detract from the objectivity of the analysis.iv According to Smith, defectors’ interactions with 

South Korean intelligence agencies, foreign NGOs, and South Korean NGOs often leave 

them feeling encouraged or even compelled to be critical of the regime or embellish accounts 

of North Korean life. Moreover, journalists interviewing defectors may be seeking 

sensationalist tabloid copy.  These issues all raise questions about the credibility of analyses 

based upon the interpretation of such data (Smith 2015, 8).  

There are then two critical questions about using information about previous unrest 

that has occurred in the DPRK; firstly, what data should be used, and secondly, which 

sources can be used to provide the data? Over the past ten years there have been many media 

reports of the type of anti-state activity that Cha identified – vandalism of leaders’ statues or 

arson attacks on administration buildings (both in Hyesan, Ryanggang Province), the display 

of anti-state posters, allegations about the formation of secret societies (Becker 2005, Moon 

2010; Kang 2011a; Ch’oe 2017). However, I have limited my search to examples of 

collective protest that I divide into two categories: (1) larger-scale violent clashes between 

security forces and either the general public, prisoners or military personnel that result in 

casualties; and (2) smaller-scale collective protests that were broken up without casualties. 

The reason is popular rebellions often have their start in small protests that escalate (Hall 

2000, 1075). The fall of Tunisia’s Ben Ali started with protests in a rural town after a suicide, 

and the fall of Ceaușescu began with demonstrations against the eviction of a pastor in the 

regional town of Timișoara. Hall suggests that it is because of the inherently politicized 

nature of public and private life under many authoritarian (especially communist) regimes 

that even smaller street protests take on a deeper symbolic significance (Ibid). 

Demonstrations, combined with the response of state security forces to these demonstrations, 
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were key to initiating popular unrest and precipitating the collapse of regimes in Tunisia, 

Egypt and Romania (Goldstone 2014; Hall 2000, 1069).  

My main sources of data can be found in Table 1 and these include cases of unrest 

listed by Becker but that have also been acknowledged by another separate source –lending 

them more credence.  In addition, I have included unrest uncovered by North Korean 

specialist researchers (e.g. Hassig, Lankov, Smith). However, most of the data comes from 

South Korean newspaper reports (e.g., NK Daily, Chosun Ilbo), Human Rights news sites 

(Radio Free Asia: 1998-2018; hereafter, RFA) and Research Institutes (Database Center for 

North Korean Human Rights; hereafter, NKDB). While these sources may have anti-DPRK 

agendas, they at least report internal disturbances – believing unrest to be evidence of 

withering state authority. My question is does the evidence of these outlets actually point to 

the conclusions they reach? Many of these outlets rely on defector testimony but also on 

unidentified informants embedded within the DPRK called sosikt’ong (literally: source); a 

fact that may raise questions about how such information is reaching South Korea. But given 

the increased use of Chinese mobile phones within the North, it is fully possible that such 

informants provide more immediate, on-the-spot information about protest – particularly the 

location, time, type of incident, and level of violence. These reports often provide few other 

details. Finally, I have also included Becker’s unconfirmed defector reports of unrest in Table 

2 for the purpose of comparing the varying levels of violence (see next section).  

The discussion that follows uses data (Table 1) that provides information about: (1) 

the frequency of unrest, (2) the location and regional spread of unrest, (3) the lack of 

contagion, and (4) variations in the levels of violence in the DPRK and it aims to raise 

possibilities about other possible scenarios and outcomes for unrest than the central state 

collapse predicted by Cha.  
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General Trends  

Several general trends in Table 1 (below) are salient to any analysis of the prospects for 

widespread mobilisation. One is the most violent events appear to have occurred prior to the 

2000s. Multiple casualties appear to have occurred during clashes in 1983, 1987, 1998 and 

1999. There were armed clashes between troops and workers in 1983. In addition, prisoners 

allegedly murdered guards during the Onsŏng Prison riot of 1987, and casualties were 

reported for a 1999 clash between border guards and border crossers in Onsŏng. Beginning in 

the early 2000s, there appear to have been far fewer casualties during unrest, at least 

immediate, onsite casualties (e.g., corpses on the street). Note that this does not rule out 

subsequent arrests and/or executions hidden from public view.  

Second, the information appears to indicate an uneven spread of unrest across the 

country, with incidents occurring in four distinct areas: (1) North Hamgyŏng, (2) South 

Hamgyŏng, (3) North P’yŏngan Provinces, and (4) Pyongyang. This data could be skewed by 

the fact that sources of information originate from these provinces but these northern areas 

are subject to severe economic problems. Three of these areas are coastal (North P’yŏngan; 

North and South Hamgyŏng Provinces) and two border the People’s Republic of China 

(North P’yŏngan and North Hamgyŏng). Thirteen of the twenty-three recorded incidents have 

occurred in Hamgyŏng Province (see map), with eleven of them in North Hamgyŏng 

Province. South Hamgyŏng and North P’yŏngan Provinces saw four incidents each, and there 

were five in the capital. We also see the reoccurrence of collective protest in the same cities: 

Sinŭiju (North P’yŏngan, 1983 and 2011), Hamhŭng (South Hamgyŏng, 2009, 2015), and, in 

North Hamgyŏng Province: Onsŏng (1987, 1998), Musan (1996-7, 2015), Ch’ŏngjin (2008, 

2011, 2012, 2015), and Hoeryong (twice in 2006). Although incidents were concentrated in 

geographically limited areas in the North, another notable fact is that in only three out of 
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twenty-seven cases – in the capital (1989), in Sinŭiju (2011), and in North P’yŏngan (2011) –

does there appear to have been any kind of what Cha calls ‘contagion’ (2013, 418), the spread 

of incidents of unrest from one area to another.  

Outbreaks of unrest appear to have occurred in the DPRK once every few years since 

the late 1990s. However, multiple incidents also occurred in a single year: 1989 (two cases), 

2006 (three), 2011(five), and 2015 (three). Protests have been recorded in places of work, 

study, detention, or leisure, for example: within sports stadia (1989, 1998), prisons (1987), 

universities and high schools (1990, 2006), at a factory (1998), at an administration office 

(2012), outside a capital cinema (1989), at a border crossing area (1999), on a military base 

(2011). And, since the late 1990s, protests have also taken place in or around unofficial 

markets (1996-7, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2015 [three cases]).  

Table 1: Incidents of Unrest in North Korea 

 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

1 1983 Armed clashes 

between 

workers and 

troops 

Sinŭiju 

(North 

P’yŏngan 

Province) 

 

reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source  & unconfirmed 

Soviet reports; Hwang 

Jang Yop  claims such 

a clash occurred; Choi 

2011. 

Cha 2012, 429-30; 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

Becker 2005, 197;  

2 1987  Prison riot in 

Camp No.12 

over 

deteriorating 

conditions. 

Killing of 

guards;  

troops 

mobilized to 

suppress. 5000 

deaths 

Onsŏng 

(North 

Hamgyŏng) 

reported 

casualties 

Source: Kang 2002; 

Becker 2005, 97;  

 

3 1989 Protests by 

foreign 

participants 

against 

Tiananmen 

Square 

massacre 

during World 

Capital no reported 

immediate 

casualties 

(streets, market 

places, schools, 

administrative 

offices) 

Foreign eyewitness 

reports;  Csoma 2015; 

Harrold 2004. 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

Festival of 

Youth Games 

4 1989 University 

students 

distribute 

leaflets, 

display posters 

outside 

Langlang 

cinema 

criticizing 

regime 

Capital  Foreign eyewitness 

reports; Macias 2014. 

Fahy 2015, 58. 

Kang 2007.  

 

5 1990 Student 

protests 

Arrests and 

torture 

Kim Il-sung 

University 

Capital 

No reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source; 

Cha 2012, 429-30; 

Becker 2005, 97; also 

quoted in Fahy 2015, 

58; 

Ch’oe 2017. 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

6 1998  Workers 

protest 

executions of 

officials 

accused of 

pilfering 

materials from 

Hwanghae 

Iron Works. 

Protests 

crushed with 

tanks.  

Songrim, 

Hwanghae 

Province 

Reported 

casualties, 

numbers 

unknown 

Unknown source; An 

2011 

7 Oct 11 

1999 

Special mobile 

units quell 

riots amongst 

border crossers 

prevented from 

entering China 

to trade 

Onsŏng 

County 

Reported 

casualties 

Reports from 

witnesses travelling to 

China; 

US Intelligence 

reports;  

Chosun Ilbo 1999; 

Smith 2015, 242; 

Martin 1999. 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

 

8 Mar 30, 

2005 

Riot at 

international 

soccer match 

between Iran 

and the DPRK, 

officials 

attacked, 

bottles thrown 

Capital  No reported 

casualties 

Foreign eyewitness 

reports; Lankov 2005; 

Lankov 2013, 108 

9 2006-

7?  

Market riots ? ? Unknown source; 

Lankov 2013, 108 

10 2006 Large-scale 

clashes 

between high 

school students 

and verbal 

protests by 

parents over 

arbitrary 

assignment of 

Hoeryong, 

North 

Hamgyŏng 

Province  

No reported 

casualties 

Alleged internal 

informant;  Moon 2006 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

particular high 

school students 

to forced 

labour on 

collective 

farms 

11 2006 Protest by 

residents over 

refusal of 

authorities to 

refund market 

stall vendors 

over lost costs 

due to 

refurbishment 

Hoeryong No reported 

casualties 

Alleged internal 

informant;  Kim 2006 

12 Dec 

2008 

Protests by 

women against 

banning of 

market 

activities 

Ch’ŏngjin No reported 

casualties 

Source: Buddhist 

website -  Onŭrŭi 

puk’han sosik (2008 

[a]&[b])  
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

Lankov 2013, 108 & 

123; Also quoted in 

Cha 2012, 429-30. 

13 Dec 

2009 

Fights between 

police and 

illegal market 

stall owners 

Hamhŭng Subsequent 

executions 

Unknown source; Cha 

2012, 429-30; 

Chosun Ilbo 2009 

 

14 Feb 

2010

  

Workers 

attacked police 

after looter 

attempting to 

seize food 

supplied shot 

dead by train 

guard 

Komusan 

Railway 

Station, 

Puryŏng, 

North 

Hamgyŏng 

Province 

One death 

reported 

North Korean 

Dissidents Group NK 

Chisikin yŏndae  

Chosun Ilbo 2010 

 

15 Jan. 17, 

2011 

Troops from 

47 brigade 

allegedly 

demonstrate 

Changnyŏng, 

Hwanghae 

province 

No reported 

casualties 

North Korean 

Dissidents Group NK 

Chisikin yŏndae 

[Intellectual’s 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

against poor 

rations 

Alliance] and reported 

by Kang 2011a. 

16 Feb. 

2011 

Mass attack on 

former local 

head of 

security who 

was allegedly 

stoned to death 

Ch’ŏngjin  Alleged internal 

informant; RFA, also 

reported by  Kim 2011. 

17 Feb. 

2011 

30-40 

merchants 

protest 

excessive pay-

offs to security 

agents at 

market who 

reportedly 

open fire into 

the crowd 

Chongsŏng, 

North 

Hamgyŏng 

Province 

5-6 reported 

deaths 

Source: Alleged 

internal informant 

RFA; Kim Sŏngmo 

2011. 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

18 Feb. 

14, 

2011 

Protests 

demanding 

food.  

Appears to 

have spread 

between 

towns. 

Chŏngju, 

Ryongch’ŏn 

County, 

Sŏnch’ŏn 

County, 

North 

P’yŏngan 

No reported 

casualties 

South Korean National 

Intelligence Service; 

Chosun Ilbo 2011 

19 Feb. 

18, 

2011 

Crowd attacks 

security 

officials in 

market place 

after they beat 

a merchant 

comatose  

Sinŭiju 4-5 reported 

deaths; 

unconfirmed 

casualties 

Alleged internal 

informant; 

Choi 2011; 

Kang 2011b. 

20 2012 Crowd of 40 

people storm 

local 

administrative 

office 

protesting 

Ch’ŏngjin No reported 

casualties 

Alleged internal 

informant;  Choi 2012 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

unfair housing 

practices 

21 2015 Clashes 

between MPS 

(Ministry of 

People’s 

Security) 

agents and 

vendors over 

confiscation of 

goods at 

marketplace 

Musan No reported 

casualties 

Alleged internal 

informant; Choi 2015 

(a) 

 

22 July 

2015 

Clashes 

between MPS 

agents and 

vendors in 

Hamhŭng over 

attempts to 

regulate 

Hamhŭng  No reported 

casualties 

Alleged internal 

informant; Choi 2015 

(b) 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

individual 

vendors.  

23 July 

2015 

Clashes in 

Ch’ŏngjin 

when agents 

confiscate the 

goods of an 

individual 

vendor 

(no evidence 

of contagion) 

Ch’ŏngjin No reported 

casualties 

Alleged internal 

informant; Choi 2015 

(b) 

 

 

Table 2: Becker’s List of alleged unrest in North Korea.  

 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

1 1981 Armed clashes 

between 

Ch’ŏngjin 

(North 

Hamgyŏng) 

with reported 

casualties on site 

Unknown defector 

source; 

Cha 2012, 429-30; 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

workers and 

troops 

500 dead 

 (streets, factories, 

prison camps) 

Becker 2005, 197 

2 1985 Massacre of 

civilians over 

food 

100s dead 

Hamhŭng 

(South 

Hamgyŏng 

Province) 

reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source; 

Cha 2012, 429-30; 

Becker 2005, 197 

3 April 

1992 

Military unit 

riot. Military 

units suppress 

disturbances. 

At same time, 

workers 

protesting food 

shortages riot. 

Sinŭiju Reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source ; Becker 2005, 

199. 

 

4 1994? Prison riot. 

Yodok Camp 

15 

Yodŏk 

(South 

Hamgyŏng) 

 

Reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source; Becker 2005, 

91 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

Prisoners 

attack 

administration 

building, kill 

guards and 

their families. 

Suppressed by 

military units 

Multiple 

deaths of 

prisoners and 

guards 

5 1996-

7 (?) 

Reported 

unrest in 

Musan after 

local 

authorities ban 

black market 

trade in rice 

Musan 

County 

(North 

Hamgyŏng) 

 

No reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source; Becker 2005, 

33 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

200 arrested. 

12 public 

executions. 

6 1998 Riots at food 

distribution 

centres  

Pangsan  

(Ŭiju close to 

Sinŭiju, 

North 

P’yŏngan 

Province) 

No reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source; Becker 2005, 

201; also quoted by  

French 2005, 129 

7 1998? Student 

protests in 

Pyongyang 

Subsequent 

executions 

capital No reported 

casualties 

Unknown sources; 

Becker 2005, 201 

8 1998 Troops 

mobilized and 

despatched to 

Ŏrang County 

to crush 

Ŏrang 

County 

(North 

Hamgyŏng) 

 

Reported 

casualties 

Unknown defector 

source; Becker 2005, 

202 
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 Year Incident  Location Classification of 

Collective 

Protests 

Source 

protests over 

food shortages; 

500 

subsequently 

executed 

 

Varying Levels of Violence 

The most violent clashes appear to have occurred prior to the 2000s, with the largest number 

of onsite casualties and armed clashes recorded in the 1980s. The greater levels of violence in 

earlier unrest appears to confirm claims by Becker’s informants (see Table 2). Why were 

there more casualties in the 1990s and lower levels of violence in subsequent years? Evidence 

suggests the regime has reconsidered the way it suppresses protest. Defector testimony, 

including defectors with military experience, indicates that at least until the early 2000s, 

standard procedure was to dispatch military units, including forces especially trained to 

suppress internal unrest, to crush unrest by shooting ‘participants indiscriminately’ with ‘live 

ammunition’ (Kim 2011). This zero-tolerance and shoot-to-kill policy for collective protests 

may explain the higher casualty rate in collective protests until 1999. A shift in the method of 

suppression of collective protest appears to have begun sometime around the early to mid-

2000s. South Korean newspaper reports indicate that in 2010, the DPRK authorities formed 

units called the Special Riot Forces (T’ŭkbyŏl kidondae), which were attached to the Ministry 

of Public Security (Anjŏnbu), the body charged with monitoring internal dissent (Yonhap 
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2011).  The T’ŭkbyŏl kidondae were created to suppress disturbances in lieu of military 

forces, and to also engage in unrest prevention activities. Members of the T’ŭkbyŏl kidondae 

would act as spotters in public places like markets and schools where unrest might occur, 

identifying potential trouble-makers and bringing them to police stations to nip possible 

unrest in the bud (Yonhap 2011; Im 2011; Daily NK News 2014). Suspected troublemakers 

brought to police stations were subsequently fined or imprisoned (Daily NK News 2014). It 

may be that the DPRK authorities continue to torture or execute those involved in unrest, but 

if this violence is occurring, it out of the public view; as discussed further below, visible 

violence against unarmed protestors can impact the spread of protests.  

Other data appears to support an overall drop in the use of violence against unrest. 

Lankov (2013, 108) notes that, beginning in the early 2000s, the DPRK authorities seem to 

have developed a more restrained approach to the suppression of unrest, especially in 

markets. Lankov’s assertion is also backed by testimony of one internal informant for the 

RFA who claimed that demonstrations occurred in markets ‘frequently’ and that the 2011 

shootings that occurred at unrest in Sinŭiju were an anomaly (Kim Sŏngmo 2011). After the 

2011 Arab Spring, DPRK authorities engaged in high-level meetings in which officials from 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC) briefed DPRK officials on the effective maintenance 

of public security (Yonhap 2011). In addition, the DPRK began to import riot shields, 

helmets, tear gas from the PRC (Ibid). 

The absence of reported onsite casualties in the market protests in Chŏngju, 

Ryongch’ŏn and Sŏnch’ŏn in 2011, and Musan, Hamhŭng, and Ch’ŏngjin in 2015; the 

consultations with security agencies in the PRC; the use of specially trained forces; the 

importation of riot gear; the development of new strategies like spotters to preempt collective 

protests – all this indicates a shift in approach towards collective unrest in the DPRK. The 
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move has been towards preventative measures, fines for troublemakers, and more moderate 

levels of state violence. It is unclear what prompted the regime to move in this direction. It is 

possible that the move came about in response to six incidents of unrest that occurred 

between 2005 and 2009 and impacted public order rather than specifically posing an open 

ideological threat to the regime: a football riot; brawls between students, parents and officials 

about unfair forced labour practices; and protests over local market clampdowns. 

The way a regime responds to an initial protest is a critical factor in whether the 

demonstrations escalate. Research into collective action suggests that demonstrations have a 

greater chance of spreading if security forces use violence while demonstrators remain non-

violent (Chenoweith and Stephan 2008, 42). The higher the level of violence used on passive 

demonstrators by the authorities, and the higher level of onsite casualties, the worse the 

potential outcome for authoritarian leadership. Bystanders are more likely to sympathise with 

the protestors, security forces and civilian bureaucrats are likely to shift their loyalty to the 

demonstrators (see the next section), and, if news gets out, international intervention is more 

likely (Chenoweith and Stephan 2008, 42). The bloody police suppression of early anti-

regime demonstrations in Tunisia helped to inflame further protests throughout the country 

and turn Tunisia’s traditional allies of France and the US against the Ben Ali regime 

(Goldstone 2014, 118-9). With the shift in responses, DPRK authorities are avoiding the kind 

of indiscriminate state violence against collective protest that can escalate disturbances. 

Instead, they are now using local representatives of the state with local knowledge, who, at 

least in public, employ moderate levels of violence to contain unrest at a local level. This may 

impact the prospects for any escalation of protest in the DPRK. 

A Lack of Contagion 



 | 28 
 
 
 

A notable feature of these incidents of unrest in the DPRK is that there has been only limited 

evidence of a contagion effect. Contagion played a prominent role during the Arab Spring, 

for example, when news and images of violence helped spread anti-regime protest from a 

provincial town in Tunisia to the capital. There appear to be only three cases of contagion in 

the recorded unrest in the DPRK, and neither has been described in anything more than 

fragmentary detail. In 1989, two protests influenced by the pro-democratization movement in 

Tiananmen Square took place in Pyongyang. One was during the 13th World Festival of 

Youth and Students, a sporting and cultural event featuring some 20,000 participants from 

177 different countries. TV images of the showcase finale beamed out live around the 

country, including foreign participants shouting slogans and displaying banners in favour of 

the Chinese pro-democracy movement and against the PRC government (Csoma 2015). In 

addition, Monique Macias (2014), a foreign resident of Pyongyang at the time, reports that 

Chinese students and North Korean students returning from abroad had spread news about 

the pro-democracy movement in China and changes then occurring in the Communist bloc, 

and that this helped inspire a group of students from Kim Il-sung University to openly protest 

and call for greater democracy in front of one of the most famous cinemas in central 

Pyongyang, the Langlang (Ibid; Kang 2007). It is unclear whether word of the stadium 

protests influenced the cinema protests or vice versa, but what is clear is that it was news of 

the events in Beijing that inspired both protests. In addition, a 2011 mass attack on security 

officials occurred in a market in Sinŭiju whose citizens were allegedly able to pick up (and 

understand) Chinese media reports from nearby Dandong about the Middle East popular 

rebellions (Kang 2011b). If such reports inspired the attack on security officials, then what is 

significant about both the aforementioned cases of contagion is that it originated from abroad.  
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There is only very limited information about a third example of unrest contagion in 

the DPRK. In 2011 protests about food shortages spread from Chŏngju to Ryongch’ŏn and 

Sŏnch’ŏn in North P’yŏngan, but it is unclear the order in which protests occurred or the 

times. All three towns are located on the same road and line of railway track heading north-

west towards Sinŭiju on the Chinese border. Given low car ownership and the distances 

(about 30 miles separate each of the towns), it could be that news of the events may have 

spread via public transportation links – public bus or trains linking the towns. The authorities 

launch perennial restrictions on the internal domestic travel of citizens, often to coincide with 

important national celebrations (Moon 2015; Kim 2017). The fact that there is a need for such 

crackdowns suggest that ordinary North Koreans able to travel illegally by bribing officials. 

However, should protest occur during periods when the authorities restrict movements, unrest 

could be contained as a result.  

The lack of contagion has important implications for the prospects of a national 

movement against the Pyongyang authorities. A critical feature of the success of the 2011 

Tunisian Revolution was that thanks to the use of social media, the initial protests in the 

small town of Sidi Bouzid first spread regionally and then to the capital. Social media 

networks provided a vitally important forum for the spread of protest in Egypt and Syria 

during this period (Goldstone 2014, 119). In the DPRK, the potential for the spread of 

information via social media outlets is uncertain. The government works hard to restrict the 

free flow of information into and around the country, controlling the telephone network and 

use of mobile phones, and restricting access to the Internet and to social media forums 

(Talmadge 2016; Smith 2015, 40; Hassig and Oh 2015, 102 and 116-7). North Koreans are 

anything but uninformed (Lankov 2013, 89), but social media in the DPRK does not have the 

degree of penetration of that Tunisians enjoyed, which may account for the lack of contagion 
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in North Korea. The overall lack of contagion and what appears to be limited prospects for a 

Facebook-inspired spread does not point to a repeat of the rapid central state disintegration 

witnessed in the Middle East in 2011.  

Map showing the Regional Spread of Collective Protests in North Korea since the late 

1990s.  

 

Red indicates clashes involving casualties, green indicates protests without casualties, 

large star indicates multiple incidents, smaller star indicates single incident  

Uneven Regional Reoccurrences of Unrest 
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Another notable feature of unrest in the DPRK is their uneven patterning, along with the 

tendency for unrest to reoccur in the same areas. Regional concentrations of unrest can have a 

significant impact on the future shape of any popular rebellion. Most of the recurring 

collective protests in the DPRK took place on or close to border and coastal areas in the far 

northeast and northwest. Unrest in these locations posed no immediate threat to the 

government or the political and military elites in Pyongyang.  

The cities of Ch’ŏngjin and Hamhŭng have seen unrest on multiple occasions over a 

ten-year period, suggesting deeper underlying problems that may be difficult to resolve. The 

mountainous northeast is particularly susceptible to subsistence crises and contains heavy 

industry a rusting industrial basis prone to severe economic problems. These local problems 

have existed since the 1980s, a period in which the country’s economy was stagnating and the 

entire population was, by the Korean Worker’s Party’s own admission, ‘hungry and 

miserable’ (Mansourov, 2004, 24). This was a decade in which the population was largely 

reliant on an inefficient PDS for their nutritional needs, while the DPRK struggled with 

energy shortages impacting industrial and agricultural production (Fahy 2015, 187). Cities 

such as Hamhŭng and Ch’ŏngjin were hit particularly hard. The mainstay of Hamhŭng, its 

chemical/fertilizer production, declined rapidly in the 1980s due to the prohibitively high 

costs of important raw ingredients, followed by the loss of Soviet export markets in the late 

1980s. The result was the virtual collapse of the industrial base that had provided a livelihood 

to local people (Dormels 2014, 338), forcing the population into a precarious subsistence 

existence on the marginal land there (Fahy 2015, 188). And, after the collapse of Soviet 

friendship prices led to oil shortages, Ch’ŏngjin’s iron-smelting and shipbuilding industries 

have been unable to function properly, seriously affecting the livelihoods of workers and their 

dependents (Dormels 2014, 306).  
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Both cities are also geographically distant from the Chinese border. This impacts the 

ability of city residents to engage in the level of informal market trading activities involving 

goods smuggled from the PRC that has gone on elsewhere in the DPRK. Between 1998 and 

2008, there has been a marked improvement in the living standards of many families in many 

parts of the country thanks to the informal economic activities associated with marketization 

from below (Lankov 2013, 82). However, Hamhŭng and Ch’ŏngjin’s more persistent 

subsistence issues, along with fewer opportunities for people to engage in informal market 

activities, have not led to the same standard of living improvements. There may also be 

demographic explanations behind the higher concentration of unrest in Ch’ŏngjin, which as 

the port of entry for ships from Japan has a higher proportion of Japanese-Korean returnees, a 

group that has suffered severe discrimination since their return in the 1970s (ibid., 308).   

In her local politics theory of the causes of rebellion, Elizabeth Perry (1980) found a 

correlation between the reoccurrence of unrest in particular regions, specifically Huaibai in 

northern China between 1845 and 1945. She argues there was more frequent unrest in more 

remote and isolated regions of the country for both economic and ecological reasons. Huaibai 

was particularly prone to subsistence crises because of its precarious ecosystem, and 

successive central Chinese administrations neglected the affairs of such areas, failing to 

address subsistence issues (Perry 1980, 38-40). Perry’s explanation for the reoccurrence of 

unrest in Huaibai is applicable to Hamgyŏng Province.v This makes unrest there less likely to 

spread, as the same factors are not in play elsewhere in the country, particularly around the 

capital. 

Shifting Sites of Contention 

We notice also periodic increases in unrest from roughly one every few years to multiple 

incidents in a single year that are explainable in terms of the political and socio-economic 
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context. The first series of increases occurred in 1989 (Pyongyang, two incidents) around the 

1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre, when news of democratic challenges in the PRC and 

Eastern Europe inspired protest in the DPRK. Incidents in 1998 (Sinŭiju, capital, Ŏrang; 

three), and 2011(Chŏngju, Ryongch’ŏn County, Sŏnch’ŏn County; three) occur in areas and 

periods of economic hardship.vi But the most noteworthy factor is the emergence of 

marketplaces as primary sites of unrest. The multiple incidents that occurred in marketplaces 

in 2015 are notable for three reasons. The 2015 incidents, which took place in three different 

locations in North and South Hamgyŏng Provinces, consisted of open brawls between 

security agents and vendors at markets over the confiscation of goods, yet no onsite casualties 

were reported. This further confirms changed official attitudes to unrest. Unlike the attempt 

to eradicate unofficial markets through currency reforms  (Lankov 2013, 121-2; Smith 2015, 

249), the confiscations did not appear to be part of a state-led crackdown on markets, but 

actions of officials to procure bribe money; they made no attempt to close the market, but 

targeted the individual vendors.  

These clashes took place in the context of a growing number of protests at unofficial 

markets (1996-7, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2015 [three cases]) many of which involved 

officials demanding excessive bribes for the sale of certain goods (Hamhŭng in 2009, 

Ch’ŏngjin in 2015). In addition, we see other protests by ordinary citizens of North and South 

Hamgyŏng Provinces against alleged official malpractices. In 2006 in Hoeryong, clashes 

arose because administrators were unfairly targeting the children of non-elites for mandatory 

mobilization to work on collective farms while exempting the children of elites. In 2012, 

Ch’ŏngjin residents stormed a local administrative office to protest the unfair allocation of 

apartments during a major housing shortage crisis. These clashes all involved official 

corruption in which officers were taking pay-offs to provide preferential treatment to 
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individuals. Given the inability of the state to sufficiently provide for their officials (Smith 

2015, 212), presumably those same officials also benefit from the commercial activities of 

marketeers from whom they are keen to extract bribes.  

Many of these protests then appear have arisen out of anger over abuses by local 

officials in markets and administration—and this is significant. Elizabeth Perry (1980) argues 

that the reoccurrence of unrest in specific areas over time should be understood as a rational 

strategy of the population of an area subject to continuous subsistence crises to resist abuses 

by local officials (also subject to hardship). Perry (1980, 47) notes that in areas of resource 

scarcity in China, locals repeatedly took a more aggressive approach to community survival– 

especially against the perceived abuses of local officials. Clashing with officials in an effort 

to preserve vital resources was a rational choice for many people (Little 1989, 168-9).vii It 

therefore follows that the recent protests against officials and scuffles with security agents in 

Hamgyŏng Province could be rational strategies to resolve local abuses. If so, it suggests that 

locals may have fought with state officials because: a) they believed their actions would 

achieve something; b) they believed they might escape retaliation, both because of the move 

to less-violent suppression of unrest and because they were clashing with the officials who 

were implicated in illegal bribe-taking activities. George Rudé (1981) notes that the 

grievances of particular communities in pre-revolutionary France, along with the methods 

chosen by those communities to rectify those grievances, still live on in the collective 

memory of people from particular areas. In other words, forms of collective protest that have 

succeeded are more likely to be remembered and repeated.  

Some of the aforementioned market clashes in the 2000s may then be interpreted not 

as ideological clashes between locals and the state, but rather as responses by ordinary North 

Koreans to local abuses by officials, a battle over scarce resources between locals involved in 
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informal market activities and local officials also trying to get by. However, in terms of a 

wider People’s Power rebellion, one should be careful about dismissing such unrest as 

insignificant. As Perry argues, based on the Chinese case, large-scale national rebellions, 

such as the Nian Rebellion (1851-63), are often ‘unintended, unforeseen consequences of 

essentially local processes’ (Perry quoted in Little 1989, 168-9). In other words, isolated, 

provincial unrest targeted against resolving local official corruption snowballed into a 

nationwide movement. The Tunisian popular rebellion also grew out of the attempts of an 

individual market vendor to protest local official police corruption in the context of wider 

economic problems (Goldstone 2014). However, all DPRK cases of market unrest have to 

date remained local, limited, and never escalated into a threat to the regime, an implication I 

discuss in the next section.  

 

Implications for Widespread Mobilisation and Foreign Intervention 

Although Pyongyang has not been exempt from collective unrest, since the 2005 soccer riot 

there has been no reoccurrence of trouble; the patterns of unrest described in the previous 

section suggest that disorder is more likely to reoccur in provincial areas like the hard-hit 

Hamgyŏng Province.viii While Cha (2013) uses the Romanian revolution of 1989 and the 

Tunisian Revolutions of 2011 to predict a similar pattern of protest spread resulting in a 

popular rebellion in the DPRK, the patterns of unrest in the DPRK suggests that other 

scenarios are more plausible. A crucial element in the rapidity of state collapse in both 

Romania and Tunisia was the spread of protests from the provinces to the seat of official 

bureaucracy and administration in the capital cities. The extreme centralisation of power 

within a capital can render regimes vulnerable to mass protests (Hall 2000, 1074). Therefore, 

large-scale protests and the prospect of military defection in the capital close to vital organs 
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of state will often prove a far greater threat to regimes than protests in distant provincial 

locations.ix  

However, if unrest failed to spread beyond Ch’ŏngjin or Hamhŭng to the capital then 

we would be unlikely to see a central collapse of government. Instead, a type of popular 

rebellion known as ‘peripheral advance’ would be more likely (Goldstone 2014, 29). One 

possible scenario is a rural protest that military units refuse to suppress and in fact end up 

joining (see the next section for more on military defection). Now armed and supported by a 

militia, the opposition group would attempt to consolidate its control of the area, while the 

central government would dispatch troops to engage the renegade military units. The result 

might be a protracted guerrilla conflict or civil war, unless the opposition group gained 

enough support to launch an assault on the capital and establish a new regime. Peripheral-

advance popular rebellions took place in 2011 in both Libya and Syria (Ibid).  

Key to the outcome of peripheral advance is the level of international intervention. In 

Libya and Syria, international intervention played a crucial role in determining the fate of the 

respective regimes. The UN Security Council supported intervention in Libya, and NATO 

support overwhelmingly turned the tide against the Gaddafi regime, which fell in 2011. 

However, the Assad regime received military support from Iran and Russia, while China and 

Russia vetoed UN resolutions to aid the Syrian opposition, resulting in a bloody ongoing civil 

war (Goldstone 2014, 126-7). For the DPRK, in the event of regime collapse or violence in 

border regions, China and Russia would have to deal with a refugee crisis and the prospect of 

violence spilling over into their own territories. Given that the PRC has been advising the 

DPRK on the suppression of urban unrest, it seems probable that China would seek regional 

stability by supporting the incumbent regime rather than supporting rebels. Andrei Lankov 

argues that both the Russian and Chinese governments are likely to support the status quo 
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rather than face the prospect of a ‘hard landing’ collapse of the DPRK and the uncertainty 

that might follow (Lankov 2013, 180-1; Stratfor.com 1999). Overall, the prospects for a 

peripheral advance rebellion starting in the border regions of North Korea are uncertain, and 

the outcome of such unrest depends strongly upon international intervention (or the absence 

of intervention), suggesting the worrying possibility of a protracted conflict. 

 

The DPRK Military and a People’s Rebellion 

‘There is no doubt that the fate of every revolution at a certain point is decided by a break in 

the disposition of the army. Against a numerous, disciplined, well-armed and ably led 

military force, unarmed or almost unarmed masses of the people cannot possibly gain a 

victory.’ (Trotsky quoted in Russell 1974) 

 

The response of the military is a vital factor determining the success or failure of opposition 

movements that mobilize mass demonstrations to overthrow a regime (Lee 2015, 2). Erica 

Chenoweth and Maria Stephan (2008) argued that when militaries defect from a regime in 

revolutionary situations, regime change becomes almost fifty times more likely. Defection 

from the regime in this sense includes not only active support for anti-regime demonstrations, 

but also a failure or refusal to suppress oppositional activity (Lee 2015, 18; Hall 2000). This 

inactivity or support has a vital psychological impact upon protestors and officials alike – 

often encouraging more protestors onto the street and more military units to defect, which 

hastens the collapse of the governments (Hall 2000, 1081). The prevalent view is that if there 

is widespread anger about conditions, then the military will join the opposition (Russell 1974, 

13-14). However, this view neglects the long list of bloody cases where the military – or at 

least large sections of it – remained loyal to a regime despite popular anger, including 
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Kwangju 1980 (South Korea), Burma 1988, China 1989, Syria 2011, Bahrain 2011, and Iran 

2018 (Lee 2015, 1). The question for us, therefore, is whether we can determine the 

likelihood for military support of mass protests in the case of the DPRK.  

 

Lee’s Model for Military Defection 

Terence Lee (2015) investigates the role of the military in the outcome of revolutions in 

authoritarian regimes in Asia. He examines cases in which the military supported 

authoritarian regimes against mass protests – such as Tiananmen Square in 1989 and Burma’s 

‘Saffron Revolution’ in 2007 – and cases where the military joined the rebels and collectively 

overthrew dictatorships – such as the 1986 People Power Revolution that ended President 

Ferdinand Marco’s regime in the Philippines and the 1998 student protests against President 

Haji Mohammad Suharto’s New Order regime in Indonesia (Lee 2015, 50). Lee argues that 

the potential for the military to defect from regimes is dependent upon the degree of 

‘personalism’ in the armed forces. Personalism here means the degree to which decision 

making and coercive power is concentrated in the hands of one individual; in military terms, 

this concerns the locus and function of key decisions about security matters (Lee 2015, 38 & 

41).x  In personalistic regimes, key decisions about promotions, dismissals, budgets, 

deployment and force structure are made unilaterally, with minimal input from the hierarchy 

of the armed forces, and often in violation of that established hierarchy. In such situations, 

there are frequent purges of officers who disagree, whilst parallel military structures outside 

the armed forces’ hierarchy are created, designed to coup-proof the regime against the 

military. The most personalistic systems basically create a divided military, allowing rival 

organizations within it to compete with each other. Personalistic rule leads to lower morale 

and destructive competition amongst out-of-favour elites who look for opportunities to 
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oppose the regime during mass protests (Lee 2015, 41-3). Lee’s analysis leads him to 

conclude that a higher degree of personalism means a higher potential for key military units 

to defect from the regime to opposition political movements. 

One further element is vital in military defection to the opposition. Demonstrations 

coordinated by ‘acknowledged’ opposition leaders (or disaffected members of the political 

elite) are more likely to succeed in attracting the support of the military. Elite leadership is 

also essential in coordination, as mass mobilization can turn isolated unrest into a nationwide 

movement (ibid, 50). A point in the crisis is reached which Lee calls the ‘thaw,’ the moment 

in which civil society senses that the regime’s monopoly on power is unravelling (ibid, 51). 

The thaw is the critical time when the leaders of opposition movements, the military, and 

very often external foreign powers begin to influence regime transition or instigate further 

violence (Lee 2015, 52.) During a thaw, disaffected military leaders will seek pacts with the 

leaders of oppositional movements, looking for guarantees that they will retain political or 

economic interests in the new regime in return for their defection (ibid). Such pacts allow for 

a ‘soft-landing,’ avoiding protracted and potentially bloody conflicts, and provide a greater 

likelihood for political transition to the opposition (ibid.,52).  

On the other hand, military units stayed loyal in regimes with a greater degree of 

institutionalized power-sharing. In such regimes, in times of crisis the military will help to 

create and maintain a ruling coalition of political and military elites that generates incentives 

to keep the coalition committed to the survival of authoritarian rule (ibid, 31). In such 

coalitions, the military tend to stay loyal to the regime, as they did during mass protests in 

China in 1989 and Burma in 2007.  

Lee’s theoretical framework is a powerful tool that helps make sense of the decisive 

actions of military elite officers during national crises actuated by mass protests. But to what 
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extent does this framework apply in the DPRK?xi What can we say about the type of 

command structures under Kim Jong-un and the prospects for defection in mass protests?  

The picture is complicated by what appears to be contradictory information about the 

military and political command structures operating in the DPRK. On one hand, the country’s 

entire ruling structure appears to show many of the hallmarks of an extremely personalistic 

rule in the dynastic succession of the Kim family (Chehabi and Linz 1998,16-17), as well as 

frequent purges of elites.xii Analysis by Gause (2006, 2014, 2015), Hassig (2004), Bermudez 

(2004) and accounts by high profile defectors like Jang Jin-sung (2014) of the chain of 

command institutionalized over many years under Kim Jong-il also suggests that the military 

command system is highly personalistic. Kim Jong-il attempted to shore up his leadership by 

reorganizing the country’s command system so that he was the focal point for separate chains 

of command, directing the information flow directly up to him (Gause 2006, 5 & 25). This 

placed extraordinary power in his hands as Supreme Leader (Gause 2015, 20). In addition, 

Kim Jong-il had in place a ‘Royal Economy’ system of privileges and gifts to buy off military 

officers and retain their loyalty (Gause 2006, 48). He also had a separate military security 

system to defend him and his immediate entourage against internal threats.xiii 

Other research indicates a greater degree of power-sharing within DPRK military 

institutions, emerging from the Military First (sŏngun) policy initiated in 1995.xiv In the 

DPRK, policy delineates the role of the military (rather than the party) to lead the country and 

secure the regime during periods of economic crisis (Kim 2002; Smith 2015, 234, 257).xv 

Due to Military First politics, Smith (2015) appears to suggest a more power-sharing form of 

political leadership at present – one in which the role of the military is to secure regime 

continuity by merging the interests of the Kim dynasty as an institution with those of the 

military (Smith 2015, 235). However, Smith by her own admission describes the internal 
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political dynamics of North Korean leadership under Kim Jong-un as ‘opaque’ (2015, 283). 

Mansourov, whose analysis supports the power sharing structure, contends that Kim Jong-il 

surrounded himself with a select group of trusted military aides that constituted a ‘military 

screen’ around him and influenced key decisions (2004, IV-29). Lankov argues that in the 

event of domestic or international threats to the regime, elites who appear to be engaging in 

internecine factional struggle would most likely rally around Kim Jong-un’s ruling apparatus 

in the knowledge that their livelihoods and lives depend upon it (2013, 114-5). The tendency 

to see the ruling hierarchy as the ‘only game in town’ is a vital feature of the longevity of 

power-sharing authoritarian governments (Lee 2015, 33). 

The system is possibly flexible, capable of shifting from personalism to power-

sharing. For example, under Kim Jong-un, the political leadership structure appears to have 

passed through a transition period. In order to ensure his grip on power, Kim Jong-il created 

‘informal’ lines of authority and communication, but following his stroke in 2008, he 

attempted to resurrect formal leadership bodies within the state to facilitate decision making 

for the succession of his son (Gause 2014, 118). Kim Jong-il’s decision-making process took 

decades to develop, and he constructed intricate webs of political connections. As an 

inexperienced political player, Kim Jong-un could never have simply stepped into such a top-

down model that required deep insider knowledge of the political system (Gause 2014, 102; 

2015, 282). His father’s resurrection of formal leadership bodies has provided Kim Jong-un 

with a greater sense of ‘legitimacy’ within the North Korean state (ibid). It is unclear whether 

Jang Song Thaek’s 2013 execution signaled that Kim Jong-un was now wielding greater 

control over the political decision making process.xvi The evidence and overall lack of clarity 

about the current locus of power within the North suggests that the regime is neither 

completely personalistic, although it has strongly personalistic elements, nor totally power-
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sharing, and is in fact probably what Stephen Denney calls ‘personalistic-party hybrid’ 

(quoted in Green 2016). xvii The available evidence on North Korea’s ruling political and 

military structures suggests a less clear-cut picture of military intervention in the event of 

mass protests, with research pointing towards both military defence and military defection.  

A more critical element of Lee’s explanation of military defection concerns the 

strategic role of acknowledged opposition leaders in the mobilization of civil society. Central 

to any military elite decisions to defect is the knowledge that they will be joining an 

opposition movement that has the leadership qualities and political ability to direct a regime 

transition. However, research suggests that in the DPRK, there is a total absence of 

oppositional political elite capable of coordinating a movement out of mass demonstrations. 

Lankov concludes that there is no ‘second society’ political opposition within the North to 

coordinate post-collapse Korea in the way that dissident Eastern Europeans helped lead post-

Communist rule (Lankov 2013, 228-9). In addition, Hassig (2004, III-7) claims that there are 

no organized or semi-organized groups working against the regime, and that by the time any 

such group became known outside the North they would already have been eradicated (ibid). 

This does not mean that there is no intellectual dissent. Hassig (2004, III-7) and Smith (2015, 

172) point to evidence of elites with heterodox ideas who oppose the regime.xviii But the 

overall picture of opposition suggests that Lee’s explanatory factors that allow disaffected 

military officers to defect to the side of mass protests coordinated by elite leaders is currently 

not at play in the DPRK.  

Conclusion 

This article has cited numerous factors to account for the absence of any People’s Power 

rebellion in the DPRK. Much of the explanatory data has come from an analysis of recent 

cases of unrest reported in the South Korean media and in scholarship on the DPRK. 
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Although much of this information is fragmentary, it does suggest some important trends in 

the frequency, regional concentration and ways that authorities have responded to unrest. 

Each of these factors can explain the absence of a nationwide rebellion in the North. First, 

reduced levels of violence in recent cases of unrest in the DPRK suggest that authorities have 

developed new strategies for dealing with disorder using counteractive methods targeted at 

individuals rather than be opening fire on groups of protestors with live ammunition. In 

addition, the authorities appear to have employed a high degree of tolerance towards conflict 

with local officials in remote, poorer regions. In other contexts, indiscriminate and bloody 

suppression of demonstrations has helped escalate unrest and backfire on autocratic regimes; 

the updated government approach to the suppression of unrest may help confine incidents to 

the localities where they arose.   

Second, the cases indicate unrest that is sporadic and unevenly spread over the 

country and predominantly confined to remote provincial locations. The metaphor of a ‘train 

wreck in slow motion’ is inappropriate, because the pattern of unrest does not suggest an 

escalating series of events. What we see instead, to extend the metaphor, are breakdowns in 

the same areas of track. This can be explained by the susceptibility of coastal and border 

regions in the far northeast or northwest to scarcity, particularly Hamgyŏng Province. In 

recent cases, locals in Hamgyŏng Province appear to use protest as a rational strategy to 

protect interests from rapacious local officials usually in markets. Unrest does not begin just 

anywhere: it tends to reoccur along pre-existing fault-lines, and also where protest has been 

attempted (successfully) in the past. Finally, since the early 2000s, unrest in the DPRK has 

reoccurred, but these incidents have been contained and have not as yet spread. Unrest has 

almost always remained geographically restricted, and given the restrictions on media and 
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movement, it seems unlikely that we will witness the type of social media-driven contagion 

that tore apart Middle Eastern dictatorships.  

The probability that the North Korean military would join mass protests against the 

government also seems low. Terence Lee’s analysis of People’s Power rebellions in Asia 

suggests the turning point is when the military (or sections of it) refuses to suppress 

demonstrations. But the evidence suggests that the DPRK is ruled according to hybrid-

personalistic arrangements and currently lacks the type of dissident political elite that could 

provide the leadership essential to escalating sporadic protests and engaging in pacts with 

disenfranchised political and military elites against the regime. Overall, the available data 

does not indicate a People’s Power rebellion will happen any time soon in the DPRK.   

Bibliography  

An Yong-hyŏn [안용현]. 2011. ‘Puk, chumin p’okdongsat’ae uryŏ chungsŏ chinap changbi 

taeryang kuip ’[北, 주민 폭동사태  우려 중서 진압 장비 대량 구입/With worries about 

ordinary citizens rioting.. the North purchases riot control equipment in bulk]. Chosun Ilbo, 

June 22. 

BBC News. 2017. ‘North Korea defector urges US to use soft power.’ November 2. 

Becker, Jasper. 2005, Rogue Regime: Kim Jong-il and the Looming Threat of North Korea. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.  

Bermudez, Joseph S. 2004. ‘Information and the DPRK’s Military and Power-holding Elite’, In 

North Korean Policy Elites, edited by Kongdan Oh Hassig, I-V–I-30, Institute for Defense 

Analysis: Alexandria, Virginia.  

Borton, Hugh. 1968. Peasant Uprisings in Japan of the Tokugawa Period. New York: Paragon Book 

Reprint Corp.  

Cha, Victor. 2013. The Impossible State: North Korea Past and Future. London: Vintage Books.  



 | 45 
 
 
 

Chehabi E. Houchang and Juan J. Linz (eds.). 1998. Sultanistic Regimes. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press.  

Ch’oe Sŏn-yŏng [최선영]. 2017. 2017 Puk’han ingwŏn paeksŏ [2017 북한 인권 백서/ 2017 White 

paper on North Korean human rights]. Seoul: Puk’han ingwŏn chŏngbo sent’ŏ (Database 

Center for North Korean Human Rights). 

Choi Song Min. 2012. ‘40+ Protest Housing Scam in Chongjin.’ Daily NK, August 23. 

Choi Song Min. 2015 (a). ‘Vendors Fight for the Right to Sell.’ Daily NK, July 1.  

––––––––. 2015 (b). ‘Protests Increase for “Legitimate Right” to Sell.’ Daily NK, July 21. 

Choi Yong Sub. 2017. ‘North Korea’s Hegemonic Rule and its Collapse.’ The Pacific Review 30:5, 

783-800.  

Chosun Ilbo. 2009. ‘N. Korea Backtracks as Currency Reform Sparks Riots.’ December 15. 

http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/12/15/2009121500361.html 

Chosun Ilbo. 2010. ‘Desperate Koreans “Riot over food.”’ March 4. 

http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2010/03/04/2010030400409.html 

Chosun Ilbo. 2011. ‘Can the “Jasmine Revolution” Spread to N.Korea?’ February 23. 

<http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2011/02/23/2011022301300.html> 

Csoma, Mozes. 2015. ‘The 13th World Festival of Youth and Students from the hated delegation's 

point of view: North Korea and Hungary, 1989.’ Paper presented at AKSE (Association of 

Korean Studies in Europe) Conference, Bochum. 

Daily NK. 2014. ‘Puk ch’ŏngsonyŏne hyudaeganp’yŏn, tansok p’ihagi suiyun “USB” ingi’ 

[北청소년에 휴대간편, 단속피하기 쉬운 'USB' 인기/USBs are popular amongst North 

Korea’s youth because they are portable and easy to hide from inspections]. Daily NK, June 

2.  

http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2009/12/15/2009121500361.html
http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2010/03/04/2010030400409.html


 | 46 
 
 
 

Fahy, Sandra. 2015. Marching Through Suffering: Loss and Survival in North Korea: New York: 

Columbia University Press.  

French, Paul. 2005. North Korea: The Paranoid Peninsula, A Modern History. London: Zed Books.  

Gause, Kenneth E. 2006. ‘North Korean Civil-Military Trends: Military-First Politics to a Point.’ 

Pennsylvania: Strategic Studies Institute. 

 ––––––––. 2014. North Korean Leadership Dynamics and Decision-Making under Kim Jong-un: A 

Second Year Assessment. CNA Strategic Studies.  

––––––––. Kenneth E., 2015. North Korean House of Cards: Leadership Dynamics Under Kim 

Jong-un. Washington D.C.: Committee for Human Rights in North Korea. 

Geddes, Barbara. 1999. ‘What do we Know about Democratization after Twenty Years?’ Annual 

Review of Political Science 2:115-144. 

Geddes, Barbara, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz. 2014. ‘Autocratic Breakdown and Regime 

Transitions: A New Data Set.’ Perspectives on Politics 12:2, 313-331. 

Goldstone, Jack. 2014. Revolutions: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Green, Christopher. 2016. ‘A Roundtable Review of Hazel Smith’s Markets and Military Rule’, 

Sino-NK, 

<http://sinonk.com/2016/01/21/a-roundtable-review-of-hazel-smiths-markets-and-military-rule/> 

Hall, Richard Andrew. 2000. ‘Theories of Collective Action and Revolution: Evidence from the 

Romanian Transition of December 1989.’ Europe-Asia Studies 52(6): 1069-1093. 

Harrold, Michael. 2004. Comrades and Strangers: Behind the Closed Doors of North Korea. 

London: Wiley. 

Hassig, Ralph and Kongdan Oh. 2015. The Hidden People of North Korea: Everyday Life in the 

Hermit Kingdom. Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield.  

Hassig, Ralph C. 2004. ‘The Well-Informed Cadre’ In North Korean Policy Elites, edited by 

Kongdan Oh Hassig, III-iii–III-39, Institute for Defense Analysis: Alexandria, Virginia. 



 | 47 
 
 
 

Im Chŏng-jin [임정진]. 2011. ‘Puk, Kim Jong-il chisiro p’okdong chinap kigu paljok’ [北, 김정일 

지시로 폭동진압 기구 발족/ On the instructions of Kim Jong-il, a unit to suppress riots has 

been formed in the North]. Daily NK, February 23.  

Jang, Jin-sung. 2014. Dear Leader: My Escape from North Korea. New York: Atria. 

Kang, Ch’ŏl-hwan. 2002. ‘5000 Prisoners Massacred at Onsong Concentration Camp in 1987.’ The 

Chosun Ilbo, December 11 

––––––––. 2011(a).  ‘Puk’hansŏdo siwi hwaksan Puk, “siwi pŏ njilla” kukyŏ ng chumin sogot kkaji twuijŏ’ [북한서도 

시위 확산] 北, '시위 번질라' 국경 주민 속옷까지 뒤져]Demonstrations are Spreading in North Korea 

as well’, Citizens Searched down to Underwear on Borders as Demonstrations Spread.’ Chosun Ilbo , February 24.   

––––––––. 2011(b). ‘Puk, Sinŭiju sang subaekmyŏng siwi… chinapgun t’uip, Kim Jong-il “P’okdong chinap 

tŭksu kidongdae mandŭra” chisi ‘ [北 신의주 상인 수백명 시위… 진압軍 투입, 김정일 "폭동진압 

특수기동대 만들라" 지시/Several hundred merchants demonstrate in the North...suppression forces intervene, 

Kim Jong-il orders creation of  special riot forces unit’]. Chosun Ilbo, February 24.  

Kang, Jae Hyok. 2007. ‘Anti-Gov’t Students of Pyongyang in 1989.’ Daily NK, January 18. 

Kim, So Yeol. 2011, ‘Experts Reject Riot Gear Claim.’ Daily NK, June 23. 

Kim, Young Jin. 2006, ‘Mass Protest Incident in Hoiryeong.’ NK News, November 9. 

Kim, Hyŏng-wŏn [김형원]. 2011. Puk konggwŏ llyŏ k hŭndŭllina?’ chŏ n poansŏ jang tolp’almaejile p’isal’ [공권력 

흔들리나? "전 보안서장 돌팔매질에 피살/Is the Authority of the North Shaking? “Former Head of Security 

Stoned to Death.] Chosun Ilbo, February 23. 

Kim Jieun. 2016. ‘North Korean Authorities Step Up Probes of Anti-Kim Leaflets And Graffiti.’ 

Radio Free Asia (RFA), March 25. 



 | 48 
 
 
 

––––––––, 2017. ‘North Korean Police Restrict Citizen Movements Across Country.’ RFA, March 

30. 

Kim, Keun-sik [김근식]. 2002. Kim Jong-il sidae puk’hanŭi tang chung kun kwangye pyŏnhwa 

[김정일 시대 북한의 당 중 군 관계 변화/The Change in North Korea’s Party-

Government-Military Relationship in the Kim Jung-Il Era:] Han’guk chŏngch’ihak hoebo 

36:2, pp. 349-365. 

Lankov, Andrei. 2013. The Real North Korea: Life and Politics in the Failed Stalinist Utopia. New 

York: Oxford University Press.  

––––––––.  2005. ‘Korea: North Koreans think the unthinkable (implication of soccer riot).’ Asia 

Times | 04/19/05 | http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/f-news/1386651/posts 

––––––––.  2017. ‘North Korea’s sixth nuke test: Who will win the war of words? Kinetic action 

may be a limited possibility, but that it is being discussed should concern us all.’ NK News, 

September 6 

Lee, Terence. 2015. Defect or Defend: Military Responses to Popular Protests in Authoritarian Asia, 

Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press.  

Macias, Monique. 2014. ‘In North Korea, China’s Tiananmen Square Pro-tests Stirred Hope for 

Change.’ Guardian, June 4, <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/04/north-korea-

china-tiananmen-square-protests> 

Mansourov, Alexandre. 2004. ‘Inside North Korea’s Black Box: Reversing the Optics’, In North 

Korean Policy Elites, edited by Kongdan Oh Hassig, IV-iii – IV-56, Institute for Defense 

Analysis: Alexandria, Virginia.  

Martin, Bradley. 2004. Under the Loving Care of the Fatherly Leader: North Korea and the Kim 

Dynasty. New York: Thomas Dunne Books.  

http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/f-news/1386651/posts
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/04/north-korea-china-tiananmen-square-protests
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/04/north-korea-china-tiananmen-square-protests


 | 49 
 
 
 

Martin, Bradley. 1999. ‘Pyongyang Watch: The Riot Act?’ Asia Times Online November 3. 

http://www.atimes.com/koreas/AK03Dg01.html 

Moon, Sung Hwee. 2006. ‘Hoiryeong Students Causing Furore.’ Daily NK, April 21. 

Moon, Sung-Hui. 2010. ‘Home of Kim’s Mother Leafleted.’ RFA, July 8.  

Moon, Sung-Hui. 2015. ‘North Korea Tightens Controls on Travel in Run-Up to Ruling Party 

Anniversary.’ RFA, October 9.  

Nilsson-Wright, John. 2017, ‘North Korea: How real is Seoul's assassination threat?’ BBC News, 

September 14. 

Onŭrŭi puk’han sosik [오늘의 북한 소식 Today’s news from North Korea]. 2008(a). ‘Ch’ŏngjinsi 

kak kuyŏk sijang yŏsŏng sangindŭl chipdan hangŭi ’ [청진시 각 구역시장 여성상인들 

집단 항의/In markets in each part of Ch’ŏngjin City, women stage collective protests] 

March 14. Choŭn pŏtdŭl [Good Friends] Website 

http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/n_korea/n_korea1.html?sm=v&p_no=8&b_no=5858&page=13

7 

Onŭrŭi puk’han sosik. 2008(b). ‘Ch’ŏngjinsi nai chehan ŏbsi changsa hŏrak’ [청진시, 나이 제한 

없이 장사 허락/In Ch’ŏngjin City, permission should be given to trade without restrictions 

on age] March 14. Choŭn pŏtdŭl Website. 

http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/n_korea/n_korea1.html?sm=v&p_no=8&b_no=5857&page=13

8 

Perry, Elizabeth J. 1980. Rebels and revolutionaries in north China, 1845-1945. Stanford, Calif: 

Stanford University Press. 

Rudé, George F. E. 1981. The Crowd in History: A Study of Popular Disturbances in France and 

England, 1730-1848. Rev. ed. London: Lawrence and Wishart. 

http://www.atimes.com/koreas/AK03Dg01.html
http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/n_korea/n_korea1.html?sm=v&p_no=8&b_no=5858&page=137
http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/n_korea/n_korea1.html?sm=v&p_no=8&b_no=5858&page=137
http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/n_korea/n_korea1.html?sm=v&p_no=8&b_no=5857&page=138
http://www.goodfriends.or.kr/n_korea/n_korea1.html?sm=v&p_no=8&b_no=5857&page=138


 | 50 
 
 
 

Skocpol, Theda. 1994. Social Revolutions in the Modern World, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.  

Stephan, Maria J. and Erica Chenoweth. 2008. ‘Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of 

Nonviolent Conflict.’ International Security 33(1): 7-44. 

Stratfor.com, Global Intelligence Update. 1999. ‘Chinese influence on the rise in Pyongyang’ 

November 5.  

Talmadge, Eric. 2016. ‘North Korea Announces Blocks on Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.’ BBC 

News, April 1. 

Yonhap, 2011. ‘Puk, ch’oeryut’andŭng siwi changbi chungsŏ taeryang kuip, [North Koreans have 

purchased in bulk tear gas and other demonstration suppression equipment]. Daily NK, June 

21, http://dailynk.com/korean/read.php?cataId=nk09000&num=91133  

Ward, Peter. 2016. ‘What is Marketization and When did it Begin in North Korea?’ NK News, 

August 10.  

White, James W. 1995. Ikki: Social Conflict and Political Protest in Early Modern Japan. Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://dailynk.com/korean/read.php?cataId=nk09000&num=91133


 | 51 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
Further information 
Monash University 
Wellington Road 
Clayton, Victoria 3800 
Australia 
T: +61 3 XXXX XXXX 
E: contact@monash.edu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
monash.edu.au 
CRICOS provider: Monash University 00008C 

 



 | 52 
 
 
 

i Thanks to Gregory Kailian, Ji-yong Song, Elizabeth Wertheim, and Perry Iles for their 
advice. Jack Goldstone (2014) uses the term ‘revolution’ but for consistency, I will use 
‘People’s Power rebellion’ or ‘popular rebellion’. ‘Demonstrations’ or ‘street protests’ take 
place when multiple individuals gather simultaneously to protest local or national abuses.  

ii Regimes are defined as ‘basic informal and formal rules that determine what interests are 
represented in the authoritarian leadership group and whether these interest can constrain 
the dictator.’ (Geddes et al 2014, 314). Regime change can also mean a coup (ibid 315). 

iii Searches of official DPRK newsagency sites show no evidence of any of the unrest listed in 
the table above: http://www.kcna.kp/kcna.user.home.retrieveHomeInfoList.kcmsf. 
iv like the spread of misinformation about enemy regimes 
v The phenomenon of reoccurring sites of contention is not peculiar to East Asia. We see 

similar patterns in the 2011 Middle East rebellions. Protests against Gaddafi erupted in 
Benghazi and against Assad in Aleppo (Syria), areas that were traditionally at odds with the 
capital (Goldstone 2014, 124-6).  

vi The PDS, which subsidized food rations to over 60% of the population, collapsed between 
1992 and 1994 (Fahy 2015, 190-1). This collapse corresponds with incidents of violent unrest 
in Sinŭiju, an area that was particularly badly impacted by economic decline (ibid, 188). Both 
incidents in 1998 in Sinŭiju and in Ŏrang County were unrest caused by food shortages in 
areas particularly badly affected by the famine of the late 1990s (Smith 2011, 265). The 2011 
protests in Chŏngju, North P’yŏngan Province demanding food coincided with a spike in 
countrywide malnutrition rates with North P’yŏngan Province one of the worst-off provinces 
and even though it had productive agricultural areas, much of the food produced was 
prioritized for other areas (ibid). 
vii Perry’s findings are not limited to China either, and her argument for the creation of local 

‘cultures of contention’ arising from localized ecological factors as well as political and 
logistical factors has been confirmed by other research into unrest (White 1995, 302). Hugh 
Borton (1968) found similar reasons for reoccurring provincial unrest in isolated areas of 
Japan between the late Tokugawa and early Meiji periods (White 1995, 302).  

viii Hazel Smith argues that it is a myth that the capital is a haven for the ‘rich and privileged’ 
from which the poor are excluded (2015, 329). 
ix Protestors in Bucharest in 1989 stormed the Central Committee Building chasing the 

Ceaușescus to their helicopter (Hall 2000, 1074). 
x Unlike Barbara Geddes, Lee does not treat personalism as a regime type, but instead as a 

trait that exists within authoritarian institutions concerning the degree to which ‘decision 
making and coercive power is concentrated in the hands of one person’ (2015, 38). 

xi Lee applied his framework to cases of military defection and defence of regimes in 1980 
Kwangju, 1987 Seoul, and also Egypt, Tunisia and Libya in 2011.  

xii This is exemplified by the 2013 purge of Jang Song Thaek, regent to Kim Jong Un, his 
uncle, a senior figure in the regime (probably the number two) and his associates (Lee 2015, 
39; Smith 2017; Mansourov 2004, IV-27). Jang, a leading figure in the regime, was married 
to Kim Il Sung’s daughter and was arrested and executed for treason, but the ultimate 
reasons for his execution remain unclear.  
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xiii Consisting of the Pyongyang Defence Command, The Guard Command and The Military 

Security Command; Gause refers to it as a ‘Praetorian Guard’ (Gause 2006, 42-43). 
xiv Mansourov argues that the Military First policy was initiated in January 1999 following 

direct challenges to Kim Jong Il’s leadership in 1998 from the state security establishment 
that demanded a change in policy to ensure regime continuity (Mansourov 2004, IV-28). 
Kim Jong-il relied on the military to suppress dissent within the state security services and 
rewarded the military  with a greater role in key political policy making (Ibid. IV-29) 

xv Some commentators disagree with Smith that there is such a distinct balance of power in 
the DPRK between the party and military, and suggest far more fluidity between the 
institutions. (Green 2016) 

xvi Smith (2017) argues that the Jang purge was evidence of inter-elite rivalry for control over 
lucrative business ventures and ultimate control over the ‘military security apparatus,’ since 
that is the only ‘organization of state’ that has maintained continuous funding and 
operational capacity since the 1990s economic collapse. Smith (2017) argues that in actual 
fact, contrary to the presentation of Kim Jong Un as supreme leader of the country, true 
state power lies within party and security institutions that compete for influence. Gause, 
who argues for a personalistic system of rule in the North, states that it is unclear whether 
Kim Jong-un is the ‘final decision maker’ and whether military institutions actually set the 
agenda (Gause 2015, 20 & 281; 2014, 97). 

xvii Geddes (1999, 122) argues that authoritarian governments are not necessarily static 
entities, and go through changes in their methods of rule.  

xviii Smith observes that official pronouncements continually castigate intellectuals for not 
following the dictates of the party according to previous pronouncements (2017,172). 
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