Thinking About Rogue Leaders: Really
Hostile or Just Frustrated?
by Akan Malici

W

hen the Cold War came to an end almost two decades ago, scholars
contemplated that we might soon miss it.1 The reason for such a counterintuitive
feeling is simple: with the move from bipolarity to unipolarity, security threats no
longer emanate from the rivalry of two superpowers but rather from the existence
of rogue states. Rogue states are said (or partly known) to sponsor or practice
international terrorism and to engage in the acquisition and proliferation of weapons
of mass destruction.2 Their leaders are said to be genuinely belligerent and hostile,
and sometimes they are even described as crazy.3
In thinking about rogue states and their leaders, scholars, security analysts and
observers of international politics have two fundamental options. The first option is
to join the conventional wisdom, which is attractive because of its apparent
plausibility. However, there is also a danger to this option. Judgments are often made
on a purely descriptive basis without sufficient effort towards critically asking why
rogue leaders behave in the ways they do. Simply asserting that they are crazy or
irrational is too simple and, indeed, wrong. Too often labels and slogans are
substituted for reflection and actual analysis. This, in fact, helps perpetuate our crises
with rogue states rather than ameliorate them.
Thinking about rogue leaders more deeply than is conventionally done is more
important than ever. This is my main contention in this paper. The predominant
strategy of the US towards rogue leaders takes the forms of containment or
isolation. These strategies have proven to be fundamentally ineffective. The threat
emanating from rogue states has increased, rather than decreased, over the last years.
What is needed is a better informed and more context-sensitive strategic approach
towards rogue leaders. This leads to the specification of the second option scholars
and security analysts have.
The second option is to leave the door open for the conventional wisdom, while
simultaneously attempting to understand the crucial why, i.e. why rogue leaders
behave the way they do. Understanding a leader means dwelling into his psychology. In
a well-known article in peace and conflict scholarship, the renown political
psychologist Philip Tetlock probelmatized the foreign policy decision-making
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process as he asked “What do we [psychologists] have to contribute?”4 The obvious
answer is “a lot” and it follows from the recognition that politics is an inherently
sociopsychological affair. A close attention and investigation of leaders’ psychology,
their subjective beliefs and perceptions, is thus of absolute necessity.
This is what I intend to do in this paper by specifically focusing on the
psychology of rogue leaders. It is important to emphasize that my goal is not to
justify the words and deeds of rogue leaders, but simply to try and understand them.
Understanding does not mean approving or agreeing with what rogue leaders say or
do. It is simply an effort to “come to grips” with them and thereby contribute to the
identification of peaceful methods of conflict resolution that subsequently can be
reflected in US foreign policy and diplomacy towards rogue leaders.

UNDERSTANDING ROGUE LEADERS
Scholars working in the tradition of foreign policymaking have long argued that,
in order to understand the foreign policy behaviors of leaders, one must concentrate
on their “psychological milieu” and their “attitudinal prism.”5 These psychological
areas of human existence are of enormous importance because it is here where
cognitive distortions, motivational biases, and subjective beliefs for subsequent
action are situated.6
These biases and beliefs lend subjective legitimacy to a leader and his foreign
policy actions. It is important to recognize this and to take it into account in the
analytical effort regardless of how illegitimate these subjective beliefs appear to an
outside observer. In order to understand the cognitive processes of leaders and how
and why these processes compel them to certain actions, it is important to engage in
what the preeminent peace researcher Ralph White has labeled “realistic empathy.”7
As “the great corrective for all forms of war-provoking misperception,” it has
arguably become a very important factor in the guidance of international policy and
diplomacy.8 White defines empathy as:
[S]imply understanding how a situation looks like to another person (or group). It does not
necessarily imply sympathy, or tolerance, or liking, or agreement with the person – but simply
understanding. In many contexts the word “understanding” can be substituted for empathy,
but empathy implies especially a focus on the other’s situation – trying to look out at his
situation through his eyes rather than at him as an individual.9

Thus, the task in thinking about rogue leaders is not to proceed deductively as it
is commonly done. More specifically this means that one should avoid drawing
absolute and firm conclusions about a leader’s personality dispositions on the basis
of his behavior. The result of such reasoning tends to condemn the situation into
deterministic hopelessness: a leader acts aggressively because he is genuinely hostile.
Therefore, short of containing and isolating such a leader, nothing can be done to
manage the threat more effectively. However, such a strategy is unproductive. It only
reifies the conflict and, in fact, bears the danger of further escalation. The recent
experiences of the US with rogue states are a convincing testimony to this assertion.
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For the sake of attempting more peaceful or, at least, more stable international
relations, it might be much more productive to proceed inductively when thinking
about rogue leaders. One must, of course, acknowledge the aggressive behavior of
rogue leaders. However, at the same time, one may not assume away a priori that this
behavior results necessarily from a genuine hostile predisposition of the rogue
leader. Instead, one must work from the bottom up and examine a variety of
potential factors that may lead to aggressive behavior. Genuine hostility may certainly
be one of these factors. However, equally certain is that it is not the only possible
factor. Psychologists argue that a very prominent alternative factor, which causes
individuals to behave aggressively, is their level of frustration.

FRUSTRATION AND AGGRESSION
More than six decades ago a research group at the Yale Institute of Human
Relations published a study that proved to have a fundamental impact on a variety of
behavioral sciences.10 The group aimed at accounting for “virtually all of human
aggression with a few basic ideas.”11 The title of the study, Frustration and Aggression,
suggests indeed a very basic hypothesis: frustration in individuals leads them to act
aggressively towards the outside world. It is important to recognize that, in this
formulation, aggressive behavior is not motivated by genuine hostility, but by
frustration—a psychological configuration of an individual’s subjective perceptions
and beliefs.
From a psychological perspective frustration can formally be defined as (a) an
individual’s perception of a hostile environment, coupled with (b) his pessimism
about the realization of goals and (c) the perception that the fate of these goals is in
the hands of others.12 In conventional terms, if a person is frustrated he feels, “It’s
a dark world out there, I am not getting what I want, and worse, I can’t even do
anything about it.” Anybody who has ever experienced frustration will be able to
trace this psychological experience to some form of these three interrelated
statements. This is true for common people and it is, of course, also true for state
leaders.
Early on, psychologists adopted an absolute view of the frustration-aggression
hypothesis and they argued that “the existence of frustration always leads to some
form of aggression.”13 Subsequently, the linearity of this assertion was revisited and
scholars concluded that aggression is not the necessary and only behavioral
manifestation of frustration, but that other behaviors than aggression are possible as
well.14 However, aggression does become more likely as the number of frustrated
response sequences increases, that is, as an individual is pushed into deeper levels of
frustration.15 In this case the individual’s perception of a hostile environment and his
pessimism about the realization of his goals worsen. In addition, his perceived level
of control decreases. As a result, according to the frustration-aggression hypothesis,
this individual becomes more dangerous as aggressive behavior becomes more
imminent.
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FRUSTRATION, AGGRESSION, AND ROGUE LEADERS
Proceeding inductively in their analysis about rogue leaders, a small group of
peace and conflict researchers have applied the frustration-aggression hypothesis to
rogue leaders.16 These researchers utilize newly developed methods of belief system
and personality assessment. The methods are sophisticated, and computerized
techniques of content analysis and their reliability and validity have been
demonstrated and underlined in various recently published books and articles.17
It will be valuable to illustrate these procedures through two simplified
examples. The first aspect of frustration is an individual’s perception of his level of
control in a social situation. The underlying assumption is that researchers can
determine this perceived level of control by paying close attention to what this
individual says and how he says it. On the basis of locus-of-control literature, this
perceptual belief is operationalized as the ratio of self attributions to self-plus-other
attributions. It follows that “as the ratio increases, the speaker’s rhetoric
demonstrates that self is doing more than others in the political universe, indicating
that self is more in control.”18
Another defining aspect of an individual’s frustration is his view of the political
universe and others in it: is it cooperative, mixed, or conflictual? Researchers answer
this question by aggregating the individual’s verb constructions made about others in
the political universe in positive/cooperative and negative/conflictual terms. The
underlying assumption here is that researchers can assess how the individual thinks
about the nature of the political universe by aggregating those things he or she says
about others. This belief is operationalized as the percent of positive other
attributions minus the percent of negative other attributions.19 The end product of
these procedures are quantified results of a leaders’ belief systems.
Coding rules such as these are applied through a software program called
Profiler+ and concrete evidence has been set forth for historical and contemporary
leaders that have been described as rogue leaders. Among the latter are for example
Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il and Fidel Castro. Specifically, the findings demonstrate
convincingly that rogue leaders are not necessarily genuinely hostile but rather
frustrated. More specifically, in accordance with the definition of frustration
provided above, they a) perceive the political universe to be hostile and they are b)
pessimistic about the realization of their political goals. Moreover, c) these leaders
perceive themselves as having a lack of control over the ensuing events.
There have been many assertions about the psychology of these leaders in
public and scholarly discourse. However, these are often speculations and they are
based on anecdotal evidence. What distinguishes the above described studies is the
application of valid and reliable procedures and methods to the study of leaders
resulting in systematic evidence. To date the empirical scope of these studies is
limited to the leaders mentioned above, as well as to some historical examples.
However, there is good reason to assume that similar results might be obtained for
other rogue leaders because they find themselves in similar geopolitical
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predicaments. The findings that do exist have far-reaching implications for the
conduct of US foreign policy and diplomacy towards rogue leaders of the present
and the future.

CONTAINMENT VERSUS ENGAGEMENT
Containment and engagement are two fundamentally distinct strategies a state
has at its disposal towards a target state. The strategy of containment was central
during the Cold War and, in fact, many observers of this period consider it to have
contributed to the retreat of the Soviet Union from the stage of superpower
competition.20 Whether this is indeed the case is questionable. Good evidence exists
to the contrary, namely that the Cold War ended the way it did because of a strategy
of graduated dyadic engagement by both Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev.21
The strategy of containment must also be questioned with regard to rogue regimes.
The goal of a containment strategy is to shun away the opponent and to
marginalize him to the extent possible. In the case of rogue regimes, the underlying
assumption is that they “cannot be engaged and by virtue of their international
isolation they should be left to collapse on their own accord.”22 Moreover, there is
also the argument that a strategy of containment “would be more consonant with
the U.S.’s normative inclinations not to reward or condone rogue behavior and
thereby discourage” such regimes in the future.23 In contrast, the immediate goal of
an engagement strategy is to work towards the stabilization of relations with the
target state. A more long-term aspiration of this strategy is to integrate the opponent
into the existing rule-based, institutionalized, and normatively guided international
system.
The strategies of containment and engagement are generally well-known and
they need no further elaboration here. What is of special interest and relevance in
the context of this paper is the psychological effects these distinct strategies can have
on a target leader. It is important to recall again that a leader’s frustration is
constituted through his a) hostile worldview, b) pessimistic outlook, and c) perceived
lack of control. The strategies of containment and engagement have two
fundamentally different effects on the frustration level of a leader. Examining these
effects is important towards developing a better informed, more context-sensitive
and, therefore, more effective strategy towards rogue regimes.
The strategy of isolation is a conflict strategy and the actor practicing it aims at
dominating the opponent through means, such as coalition building against the
target state, political & economic sanctions, and even embargos. The strategy of
containment is, therefore, contributing to and increasing the target leader’s hostile
and pessimistic perception of the political environment. Because the strategy is
aimed at domination, the target leader will also perceive a lack of control. This is
especially the case when a disproportionately strong state aims at isolating a relatively
small state. In the end, the strategy of isolation has the effect of increasing the target
leader’s level of frustration and, along with it, his propensity to act aggressively
towards the outside world.
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The strategy of engagement is a cooperative strategy and the practicing actor
aims at a settlement with the opponent primarily through means of diplomacy and
incentives, rather than sanctions. In contrast to a strategy of containment, it
contributes to the decrease of the target leader’s hostile and pessimistic perception
of the political environment. Moreover, because the strategy is aimed at mutual
settlement, the target leader will also experience an increased level of control over
ensuing events. In the end, the strategy of engagement has the effect of decreasing
a leader’s level of frustration and along with it the propensity to act aggressively. In
the final section of this paper I will draw conclusions and implications based on the
discussion and analysis presented to this point.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
In deciding on foreign policy and security strategies, American decision makers
as well as the American public tend to personalize conflicts between the United Sates
and its security contenders. This appears to be an appropriate tendency, particularly
in cases in which the leader or a small ruling elite in the target country is not
constrained by systems of checks and balances or veto points.25 This is, of course,
the case for rogue leaders. Paraphrasing the French King Louis XIV, we can say that
“they are the state.” Therefore, their subjective beliefs and perceptions play a crucial
role in the foreign policy behavior of the states that they rule. Attention to such
factors is an analytic mandate.
Based on the foregoing discussion about the psychology of rogue leaders, a clear
prescription for US foreign policy and diplomacy follows, namely a strategy of
sustained engagement. This strategy runs counter to much of the foreign policy
conduct of the Bush administration towards rogue states. High-level officials in the
administration repeatedly articulated the apparent failure of engagement and the
promise of a strategy of isolation. The argument against engagement is that such a
strategy would be equal to giving into blackmail by rogue leaders and that any
cooperative gestures would ultimately be exploited. Engagement, in short, is judged
to be fruitless.
Such arguments are often based on a distortion of historical facts. A brief but
critical look at US-North Korean relations will illustrate the point. At the beginning
of the 1990s the US experienced an intense crisis with North Korea. As the crisis
deteriorated, the regime in Pyongyang threatened to withdraw from the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and a military confrontation seemed likely.
Ultimately war was avoided and this outcome was due to a series of bilateral
diplomatic efforts, which included the engagement of former US President Jimmy
Carter. In 1993 the two governments reached a settlement known as the North
Korea-US Agreed Framework. Within this framework Pyongyang agreed to freeze its
nuclear weapons programs and to remain part of the NPT. The US agreed to a
provision of fuel oil and the construction of two light-water reactors as a substitute
for nuclear reactors.
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However, in more recent years the relationship between the US and North
Korea has deteriorated again. The conventional wisdom in the US is that “North
Korea abrogated the Agreed Framework by restarting its nuclear weapons program.”
24 Putting the blame for the renewed worsening of the relationship solely on
Pyongyang defies historical accuracy as it denies the lack of commitment by the US
toward the Agreement. If the goal is to resolve the crisis peacefully, analysts need to
be more accurate and policymakers more honest. One North Korean specialist
points out correctly, “the Clinton administration was never eager to implement its
side of the bargain, and both US administrations have violated both the letter and
the spirit of the agreement.”26 A point in case is the building of the promised lightwater replacement reactor which was scheduled to become functional in 2003.
However, already in 1998 it was clear that this reactor would be far behind schedule,
“due to U.S. reservations and hesitance.”27

Scholars working in the tradition of foreign policymaking
have long argued that, in order to understand the foreign
policy behaviors of leaders, one must concentrate on their
“psychological milieu” and their “attitudinal prism.”
In contrast, at the same time observers have also pointed out that North Korea
had by and large adhered to the terms of the 1994 Agreed Framework with the US.
This assessment was even confirmed by former CIA director George Tenet who
gave a retrospective testimony to Congress on March 19, 2002. Before 2002, when
South Korea initiated the conciliatory “Sunshine Policy” toward Pyongyang, the
situation surrounding North Korea was indeed rather calm. Several commentators
have pointed out, for example, that North Korea abstained from provoking major
border incidents with South Korea. Also in 1999, the North Korean leadership
declared that all test-flight launches of ballistic missiles would be suspended.28
The strategy of engagement should not be simply discarded as has largely been
done by the Bush administration. To be fair, in some instances the US has been open
to multilateral discussion conducted at lower levels. However, this is not sufficient.
What is needed to successfully break the frustration of rogue leaders is the direct
engagement of high-level officials. The implications of the frustration-aggression
hypothesis and the analysis presented here suggest that a strategy of sustained and
direct engagement may decrease rogue leaders’ sense of frustration, and dampen
their inclination towards hostile behaviors. Scholars have also proposed various
forms of engagement as they see value in this strategy. What distinguishes the
analysis in this paper from the arguments of other scholars is that it provides
rationale for engagement based on psychological insights. Humans are psychological
beings and this is not different for state leaders.
In this paper I have problematized the psychology of rogue leaders and my goal
in doing so was not to justify them, but to understand them. This has nothing to do
with being soft. It has to do with safeguarding the national security of the U.S. in
www.journalofdiplomacy.org
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effective ways. Matters of national security are always confronted with the same
question, namely how to ensure stability and peace. The answers should not be
guided by intuition. The intuition is that rogue leaders are genuinely hostile and must
be treated accordingly. Intuition can be a poor advisor and it is my contention that
it, indeed, is especially so in the case of rogue leaders. The answers to questions
about national security are sometimes counterintuitive. My intention in this paper
was to tap into this counterintuition in an effort to contribute towards deeper
thinking about methods of peaceful conflict resolution with rogue states.
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