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Breaking (out of) the ’axis of evil’

Keynote address by Stein Tennesson, director, International Peace Research

Institute, Oslo (PRIO)*

In his State of the Union speech on 29 January, US President George W.
Bush singled out Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as members of an 'axis of evil,
arming to threaten the peace of the world’. The term dominated international
politics in the following months, and lowered expectations in a peaceful
approach to the problems surrounding these three countries. For the
populations of Iraq, Iran and North Korea, who for long have suffered from
the effects of war, and of extremely repressive policies, it must be a strong
aspiration to liberate themselves both from being targeted by aggressive US
actions, and from state opression. Internationally, it is the obligation of peace
movements, peace research institutes, and well-intentioned governments to try
and contribute to develop policies that can shield the Iraqis, Iranians, North
Koreans and other peoples from the danger of war, as well as from hunger
and poverty, and to create the necessary space and pressures for democratic
reform. It is my view that the ’sunshine policy’ that opened so auspiciously
between North and South Korea in 2000 was a clear example of such a policy,
and I find it deeply regretful that this policy has been interrupted by
Pyongyang’s hesitation to reciprocate, by Washington’s refusal to play along,

and by a growing opposition to Kim Dae-jung’s policy in South Korean



politics.

One of the main stumbling blocks has been the priority given by
Pyongyang to normalizing relations with the United States. This policy may
have been on the verge of succeeding towards the end of the Clinton
presidency, when Clinton had his luggage all packed to go to Pyongyang,
apparently with a deal in sight. Clinton told a seminar at the World Economic
Forum on 4 February 2002 that he had had left the next administration with a
"big foreign policy win" on North Korea, that his successor had seemingly
squandered (International Herald Tribune, Feb. 5, 2002). The vulnerability of
North Korea's US-focused policy was clearly displayed once George W. Bush
assumed power. He started almost at once to use strong rhetoric against the
North Korean regime, and would escalate his rhetorical attacks one year later
with the State of the Union address, less than a month before his planned

visit to Seoul on 19 February.

What is the historical background for the 'axis of evil’ metaphor? It has its
background partly in World War II, partly in the Cold War. On 25 November
1936,' nazi Germany and fascist Italy formed the anti-Comintern pact, which
was joined on 6 November 1937 by Japan, shortly after the Japanese invasion
of China through Manchuria. These three states formed the 'axis powers’.
They were of course a very real enemy for the Allies in World War II, were
defeated in 1943-45, and their leaders were convicted of serious war crimes.
By using the term ‘axis’ for Iraq, Iran and North Korea, Bush plays on
memories in the American and other populations of World War II, when the
United States fought along with other countries for freedom, and ushered off a
period of liberation from colonial rule in Asia and later Africa. The other

historical antecedent and inspiration for George W. Bush is the speech that



former president Ronald Reagan delivered in the British House of Commons on
8 June 1982, where he denounced the Soviet Union as an 'evil empire’ in
decay, and called for the United States to 'stand tall’ again after a period of
déente and self-delusion, in effect of the oil crisis and the defeat in Vietnam.
Now, the Soviet Union was not in 1982 a big threat to the United States. It
was mired down in the war in Afghanistan, and it suffered serious economic
and social problems at home, but the Soviet Union was still a real empire,
with a huge arsenal of weapons, including nuclear weapons. Now, in the
aftermath of September 11th, President Bush has whipped up in America
patriotic feelings linked to the historical victories of presidents Roosevelt and

Reagan. He again wants the United States to 'stand tall’.

In the meantime, however, the world has changed profoundly. The United
States and its allies no longer faces a powerful enemy such as the axis
powers in World War IL Neither do they have to fear a mighty decaying
empire of the Soviet kind. The enemies of George W. Bush are .a mixed bag
of terrorist groups and authoritarian regimes, often with very little In common.
Between Iran and Iraq there is certainly no alliance, and the internal
conditions in those two countries are entirely different. There is also little or
no evidence that their governments have had anything to do with the groups
who prepared the terrorist attacks against the United States on September
11th 2001. North Korea is also a wholly different matter. Its economic and
social crisis is worse than it ever was in the Soviet Union, with the exception
of the 1930s and the World War II period. The regime in Pyongyang probably
spends a higher proportion of its gross national product on the military than
any other country in the world, and the North Korean population has recently

been through the disastrous 1995-98 famine. It is of course true that North



Korea continues to represent a military threat against South Korea, and that it
has launched missile programs meant to create international attention and
draw the United States and Japan to the conference table, and provide
recognition, oil and money. In 1994, this policy met with some limited success,
but the provisions of oil, nuclear energy technology and food in the following
years did not generate economic development. Still North Korea is certainly
not a part of any ’‘axis of evil’, and just before President Bush assumed
power in Washington, Pyongyang had been making a number of uneasy steps
on the way to some kind of accommodation both with South Korea and the
United States, including the summit between Kim Jong-il and Kim Dae-jung
in Pyongyang in June 2000, and State Secretary Margaret Albright’s visit to
Pyongyang in October 2000, and intense preparations for a wvisit by US

President Clinton towards the end of his term.

President George W. Bush and several of his advisors, such as
vice-president Dick Cheney, defense minister Donald Rumsfeld and his deputy
Paul Wolfowitz, do not, however, seem to see it as an important part of the
US role to contribute to gradual rapprochement and diplomatic solutions. In
these domains foreign minister Colin Powell appears to be left alone. Bush and
his advisors see the United States as the world's sheriff. A sheriff is different
from a policeman. Whereas a police force is present in society, trying to
provide everyday security, a 'sheriff’ stays most of the time idle in his office,
polishing his guns, and gets out only every now and then to demonstrate that
he remains the most powerful. George W. Bush seems to prefer a policy
where the United States uses its enormous military superiority to once in a
while come out and punish evil-doers. The presumption is that they will know

how powerful the US is, and therefore refrain from attacking strong US



reforms that dismantle the system.

If this is the US calculation, then the first North Korean public reaction to
the State of the Union speech, calling Bush ‘crazy’ and 'reckless’, and calling
Bush’s remarks ‘little short of declaring war’ may have been exactly the kind
of reaction that the hawks in Washington wanted. Now the best that could
happen from the Iranian and North Korean perspective (in Irag this is
unfortunately unlikely) is that the reform process be initiated and decisively
pursued before the real scare sets in. Reforms are needed anyway, and no
doubt deeply desired by the populations. And these reforms must include
military demobilization, reduction of military costs, opening up to foreign
investments, cultivation of market forces, establishment of friendly relations
with neighboring states as well as with Europe, active participation in
multilateral organizations, and the display of respect for basic human rights.
This is the way for the three targeted countries to break out of the ’'axis of

evil’, and avoid being targeted by the US.

Is it possible for the leaders of Irag, Iran and North Korea to carry out
such reforms without losing power. I have my doubts concerning Iraq, but in
Iran it is certainly possible. Tran has for several years now enjoyed a vibrant
Islamic democracy, with genuine unpredictable elections. The democracy is not
open to everyone, freedoms are heavily curtailed, and the conservative forces
continue to wield power without any accountability, but the mechanisms for
peaceful reform are there. What is needed is popular mobilization, and a
benevolent approach from other countries, not military pressure. North Korea
has a weaker position. With its almost monarchic political system, reform
depends on the will and courage of one man. He is now very late. Radical

reforms should have started under Kim Il-sung in the late 1970s, when Deng



Xiao—ping launched his reforms in China, or at least in the late 1980s, when
Vietnam entered the path of reform. In a paper I am going to give at a
seminar at the Korea National Defense University on 28 February, I compare
China, Vietnam and North Korea's approaches to the United States in the
period after the end of the Cold War, and try to explain why China has been
so much more successful than Vietnam, and Vietnam so much more successful
than North Korea. One reason why North Korea has been lagging behind, is
of course the legacy of the Korean War. Whereas only the Taiwanese problem
now remains for China, and the Vietnamese Communist Party successfully
united the whole of Vietnam in 1975-76, and gave up its ambition to dominate
all of Indochina in 1989 when it withdrew from Cambodia, North Korea has
remained on a war footing against South Korea ever since the armistice
agreement was signed in 1953. The legacy of the Korean War contributed
strongly from preventing North Korea from reorienting its foreign policy when
its privileged relations with the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of
China ceased to provide it with the support it needed. But the other reasons I
find for North Korea’'s failure, is lack of leadership. Kim Il-sung did not
adjust. In the face of the horrible famine of 1995-98 he might have adjusted,
but at that time he had passed away and ruled only in name. The real
power—holder was then already his son Kim Jong-il, but out of respect for his
father, he did not radically alter North Korea’'s economic policy, and this had
disastrous effects. The need for radical reform in North Korea is so acute that
Kim Jong-il must be able to see it. What holds him back is probably fear of
the consequences. He is afraid that all what his father built up will fall apart.
What is certain, however, is that it will fall apart without reform. And Kim

Jong-i1 may also find some comfort in the fact that the Chinese and



Vietnamese Communist Parties are still in power in their countries after 23
and 16 countries, respectively, of radical reforms. And neither China nor

Vietnam has been named in connection with the 'axis of evil’.

Could there be a role here for the new North-South Peace Center in Jeju
Island? To bring together Chinese, Vietnamese and North Korean (perhaps
also Laotian and Cuban) politicians and experts in reform, and discuss how it
is possible to reform a deeply poor and highly militarized country without
destroying its pride, its traditions and core institutions. I believe this is in line
with Kim Dae-jung’s 'sunshine policy’, which does not aim for a unification
of the Korean peninsula on South Korean terms, but for a gradual, cooperative

rapprochement.
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