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The article examines those domestic and external factors which led to the collapse of the
Romanian and Albanian Communist regimes in 1989–1990 and which enabled the
DPRK to survive the shock effect of the East European transitions and the subsequent
economic crisis. It compares the three countries in terms of three dimensions: socioeconomic, symbolic, and international. It concludes that North Korea’s survival resulted
from the combination of multiple factors which distinguished the country from both
Nicolae Ceauşescu’s Romania and Ramiz Alia’s Albania (though less so from Enver
Hoxha’s Albania): the regime’s unusually repressive nature; the low cohesion of the
underprivileged social groups; the leadership’s unwillingness to initiate either a political
liberalization or a confrontational austerity program; the scarcity of alternative national
symbols that could have been juxtaposed to the state’s own symbols; the absence of an
earlier, non-Communist nation-state; China’s post-1991 support; North Korea’s strong
military capabilities; the U.S. and South Korean governments’ focus on North Korea’s
denuclearization, rather than democratization; and the North Korean elite’s fear of a
scenario in which a transition would lead to the DPRK’s absorption into the ROK. The
article also explains why Romania’s transition was more violent than Albania’s.
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