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Abstract


This paper focuses the "Axis of Evil" metaphor that was used by President Bush in his State of the Union Address in 2002 to represent Iran, Iraq, and North Korea.  After describing "axis" as a metonym for fascism and Nazism, and "evil" as a metonym for Satanic forces that implies an alliance of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea that is collectively responsible for evil deeds, the authors analyze its impact on Iranian ontologies.  The data for this analysis are drawn from in-depth interviews conducted with 18 members of the Iranian oppositional elite. The interview results suggest that the "Axis of Evil" metaphor had an impact on political discourse in Iran and strengthened the rhetorical position of conservatives vis-à-vis reformers by reviving militant revolutionary language with the Big Satan (the United States) as the main target of the theocratic and conservative forces. The paper concludes with some observations about implications of cultural and historical experiences for explaining differences between the ways in which Americans (and other people in the West) and Iranians understood the metaphor.


What the Axis of Evil Metaphor Did to Iran
 

Introduction

     In this paper, we focus on the “Axis of Evil” as a creative metaphor, that is, a metaphor that is capable of giving us a new view of the world.
 Metaphor is the first step in the construction of such novel understandings, especially those change the way we see our world.
  The restructuring often begins with a vague idea that has long been neglected, such as an “Axis.”  In this respect the “Axis of Evil” metaphor is a kind of cognitive breakthrough, an effort to restructure the international system like it was in the 1930’s—an attempt to see the world through the eyes of the 1930’s.  The Axis Powers are evil, and the implication is that something must be done about them.  If you find the metaphor to be compelling, then you must act.  In fact, metaphor sanctions actions and helps to build goals.
 Metaphor puts an end to debate once you see it, and then the implications for action are obvious.
  A senior advisor to President Bush has acknowledged the implications of this view in an interview with a journalist.  He said, “We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things sort out.  We’re history’s actors…and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.”
  
      The contribution of this paper is its focus on both the target of a metaphor, and its source.
 While the metaphor may re-structure the way the West views Iran, it also re-structures the way the Iranians view the world, and, more importantly, themselves.   The “Axis of Evil” metaphor divides the world into two parts: those who believe in the metaphor and those who do not.  However, whether you believe in the metaphor or not, it changes the way you view your world. For example, the targets of the “Axis of Evil” may not take the metaphor seriously, but they don't want to be part of "Evil."  For them the source of the metaphor may also become the source of evil.

The Axis of Evil Speech
     In his State of the Union message to Congress on 29 January 2002, President Bush used the expression, the “Axis of Evil,” to include Iraq, Iran, and North Korea: “States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an Axis of Evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger.”
     The phrase itself was constructed by David Frum, a White House speech writer, who    came up with “Axis of Hatred” to describe the linkage between Iraq and terrorism.  Frum’s boss, Michael Gerson, a self-described evangelical Christian, changed the phrase to “Axis of Evil” to make it sound “more sinister, even wicked.”
  Later Condoleezza Rice, President Bush’s National Security Advisor, and Stephen Hadley, Deputy National Security Advisor, suggested adding North Korea and Iran as part of the Axis.  Hadley had second thoughts about adding Iran, because it had a democratically elected president, but Bush liked the idea of including Iran.  “No, the president said, “I want it in.”  In an interview with Bob Woodward, Bush later elaborated his reasoning behind including Iran: “And the fact that the president of the United States would stand up and say Iran is just like Iraq and North Korea—in other words you’ve got a problem—and the president is willing to call it, is part of how you deal with Iran.  And that will inspire those who love freedom inside the country.”

      In the end, President Bush’s senior advisors thought that the “Axis of Evil” was a signature phrase, “a declaration…that the country now would have a great mission.  It was big, new, and different.”
  Although some doubted whether it would make sense to link the three countries, the metaphor was regarded by the President’s advisors as a “watershed” that would define the problem in “graphic, biblical terms without publicly committing to a particular solution.”

     The use of the phrase “Axis of Evil” was a restructuring of the American understanding of the “War on Terror,” in which the focus shifted from bin Laden and al-Qaida, with their allies and bases in Afghanistan, to a series of other states, whose involvement in that operation ranged from minimal to non-existent. The uncharitable might link this shift to the failure to catch Osama bin Laden, in that the Administration had a need to show that it was still “doing something,” even if that something was unconnected with bring​ing the WTC attackers to justice. 
     The key concepts in this restructuring have been firstly “terrorist states,” which implies the “indivisibility of terrorism” and therefore the collective responsi​bil​ity for 9/11 of any state so designated; and secondly, “weapons of mass destruc​tion,” because anyone who possesses them may be tempted to sell or give them to “terrorists,” thus evoking fears of chemical, biological, or even nuclear attacks on American cities. However, anyone who already possesses nuclear weapons is immune from attack, as for instance Pakistan, whose mili​tary intelligence service was the chief sponsor of the Taliban, and possi​bly North Korea.
      At first the United States concentrated on the Iranian development, with Russian assistance, of a nuclear power station in Bushehr. The United States believed that this can be used to produce nuclear weapons. Subsequently, the United States learned to its own surprise that Iran had a nuclear weapons development program near the city of Natanz. Secretary of State Colin Powell used this as an example of how a country, determined to develop nuclear weapons, can keep the process hidden from inspectors and other outsiders.
     The topos of “terrorist states with weapons of mass destruction” is there​fore confined to hostile states that may, at some time in the future, acquire nuclear weapons which they may, at some time in the future, possibly be tempted to bestow on terrorists. Iran most definitely qualifies under these criteria, in that it is considered a hostile state, has a nuclear program, and can​not prove that it will not so bestow these weapons, since no one can prove a negative. The American government’s approach to the burden of proof was amply demonstrated in the case of Iraq, where it asserted that neither the United States nor the UN needed to prove that Iraq had WMDs, but that the Iraqis had to prove that they did not, and that any evidence presented was fake. 
     Two other reasons for granting Iran membership in the “Axis of Evil” are probably the theocracy’s general hostility to the United States (opposition to Good must necessarily be Evil) and its attitude to terrorism; generally, that Iran does not consider the Palestinians’ struggle against the Israelis to constitute ter​rorism, and specifically, the country’s support for Hizbollah in Lebanon. 
The “Axis of Evil” Metaphor

    Many observers in the United States and Europe were both amused and puzzled by President Bush’s use of the phrase, “Axis of Evil.”  Some regarded the phrase as just empty rhetoric that was designed to appeal to domestic audiences in the United States, such as evangelical Christians.  For example, the phrase spawned the “Axis of Evil Cookbook,” which was published by the NthPosition, an on-line magazine.
 Although this phrase may have been an invention of the President’s speech writers, it contains metonymic concepts that are grounded in experience and, like metaphors, “structure not just our language but also our thoughts, attitudes, and actions.”

     Bush used the word “evil” five times in this speech, three times referring to enemies. He used it also in his speech to the nation on 11 September 2001, and a week later to Congress he described terrorists as “planning evil.” In November of that year Bush told Newsweek that Saddam was also “evil.” These are clear examples of demonization, and one of the reasons the phrase the “Axis of Evil” attracted so much criticism and is said to have done so much damage is that calling other countries “evil” is not generally considered to be the language of diplomacy. There is probably an echo of Ronald Reagan’s “Evil Empire” for the Soviet Union, which was equally criticized at the time. It is possible that many Americans semi-consciously imagine that, since the Evil Empire is no longer with us, the application of such a label has a beneficent effect that can be repeated in the case of the new ene​mies. This may be connected with the rise of fundamentalist Christianity, which is encouraging them to see world politics in eschatological terms. 
     Certainly Bush himself, as a “born-again Christian,” has an entirely dualistic view of life, as a struggle between Good and Evil, with no middle ground. “Those who are not with us, are against us,” he told the more secular Europeans, who insist on trying to understand the complexities. Although Ronald Reagan called the Soviet Union “the Evil Empire,” and although he was supported by the Religious Right, he was not in fact personally reli​gious; he never gave the impression, as does Bush, that he had been commis​sioned to do God’s will on Earth.
 
     Although the use of the word “evil” for flying hijacked aircraft into civilian buildings will strike many people as justified, it is the corollary, the other side of the eschatological coin, which is especially dangerous: the assumption that the division of Good and Evil coincides with the division between Us and Them. Consequently, in this dualistic world-picture, the United States is a Force for Good, even the Force for Good. This means that anything it chooses to do is Good and anything that offends or inconven​iences it is Evil. 
     The important thing about the "evil" component of metaphor is that evil has no specific goal--except to produce evil. As an ontological force “evil” has no interests of its own except the interests related to its destination: that is why all negotiations with evil are fruitless. There is no way to make a deal with “evil,” except to include in this deal even a greater evil, not for you but for others. Therefore, the Forces of Evil have to be destroyed totally by the Forces of Good.  Moreover, the absurd unity of such different political forces as Iran and North Korea seem not to be so absurd, if you agree the principle of Unity of Evil. If there is only one evil, all its incarnations are simply the different forms of one force--an argument which is very easy to understand, when you accept the dualistic ontology. Here the ontological changes produced by metaphor are obvious.

     The Axis component can be considered on several levels. In the first place, it is an incoherent metaphor, as an axis is a straight line; the figurative use is, in fact, taken not from Cartesian geometry (the x and y axes on a graph) but from the axis of the Earth’s rotation. An axis around which something revolves is made by two points; you can have three points joined in a triangle, but then nothing can revolve around a triangle. This geometri​cal usage actually derives from a misunderstood modification to the meta​phor shortly after it was coined. The original Axis was that between Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy; originally rivals, they were driven together by the Western Powers’ hostility to the remilitarization of the Rhineland and the conquest of Ethiopia. In 1936 they announced that hence​forth the world would revolve around the Rome-Berlin Axis. Germany and Italy thus became “the Axis Powers.” On 1 November 1936 Mussolini reported on the historic agreement between Germany and Italy, and he said, “This Berlin-Rome vertical line is not an obstacle but rather an axis around which can revolve all those European states with a will to collaboration and peace.”  After the signature of the tripartite Anti-Comintern Pact later in the year, Japan was called an Axis Power too, but in fact there was no strategic collaboration between the European Axis and the Japanese. The metaphor has thus been a logical absurdity but a pow​erful affective tool since 1936. 
     “Axis” evokes “our” enemies of the Second World War, and it is a metonym for Nazism and fascism.
 This historical resonance is the second level. Nobody today can in polite society say anything good about the Axis Powers, and anyone compared with them is stigmatized. Comparisons with Hitler have been made before, but employing not so much the theme of Axis as of “appeasement”; the message has been “We must get him now before it is too late!” Sir Anthony Eden, for example, used (and was probably imprisoned by) this metaphor about Gamel Abdul Nasser in 1956. The same message was said about Saddam Hussein before the Axis of Evil speech. At the end of May 2003 Bush further reinforced this equation of the old and new “Axis” by talking about “evil” at Auschwitz itself. 
     A third and related level is that the Axis metaphor implies the alliance of the countries included in it. Given the intense antipathy between Iraq and Iran, and the lack of much visible connection between either and North Korea, the trope has occasioned much ridicule, with TV and Internet wits grouping together triplets of countries allegedly offended at being left out of the Axis. In theory, we might speak of the world revolving around an axis of inveterate enemies, in the sense that their quarrel is what powers interna​tional politics. That would be a reasonable use of the metaphor, and using it for Iran-Iraq (without North Korea) would not be inappropriate; but the pub​lic consensus seems to be that this is not in fact what President Bush meant. Nor would such a use have much mobilising power. It appears rather that Bush was using the Axis metaphor in the original sense, to suggest that Iraq, Iran and North Korea were not only Evil countries in themselves, but were in alliance with one another against the rest of us. In other words, this is not merely Evil but a conspiracy of Evil. Now, demonization and conspiracy theories always go hand in hand; the human mind appears to be naturally inclined to weave all perceived threats into a single pattern. 
     In this way the Axis of Evil concept allows a return to the bipolar world of the twentieth century, when all one’s enemies were fronts for Interna​tional Jewry, International Capital or International Communism. It allows Americans to think that “evil” is a feature of particular geographical regions, faraway countries about which they know little, and thus not of Texas or Wyoming, which are part of the Kingdom of Good. It suggests that “terror​ism” is something that is mostly created or promoted by a list of countries acting in concert, but whose membership is not fixed forever. We can easily envisage the Axis of Evil in the year 2010 being two or three countries other than Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. 
     Finally, we may note how the use of the tropes of the “war on terror” and the “Axis of Evil” in the same rhetorical discourse serve to imply, without actually stating, that the Axis is collectively responsible for the attacks of 9/11. The attempt to acquire weapons of mass destruction, the promo​tion of radical-Islamic terrorism and acts of general dictatorial unpleasant​ness are all mixed up together, with the implication that responsibility for any one of them is responsibility for all of them. This we might call the prin​ciple of “the indivisibility of evil.”
     In the State of the Union Speech, Bush never claimed that North Korea had anything to do with 9/11; its qualifications for Axis membership were the attempt to develop nuclear weapons and the starving of its own people. By the time the Administration turns its attention to North Korea, however, we may be seeing a campaign to insinuate that Kim Jong Il was in league with Osama bin Laden too. In any case a sovereign state’s procurement of the only means of deterring attack from the United States (that is, nuclear weapons) qualifies it for being placed in the Axis of Evil; and being so placed is a powerful incentive to procure said means. This constitutes a positive-feed​back loop, so that it is unlikely that the Axis club will have any difficulty recruiting new members. Those Americans who desire enemies appear to be assured a steady future supply. 
     And Iran? Bush said: “Iran aggressively pursues these weapons and exports terror, while an unelected few repress the Iranian people's hope for freedom.” This is as clear a justification for invasion and regime change as was presented for Iraq. 
The Respondents

     The data for this study in Iran were collected during fieldwork in Iran in March–April 2002. We conducted “in-depth interviews” with 18 members of the Iranian political elite who may currently be considered part of the political opposition.  The “political opposition” is deemed to be those forces that sup​port reforms tending to strengthen democratic processes and institutions, and thereby weakening the autocratic politics of the velayat-e faqih.
The survey is based on similar field interviews conducted in April 2000 in which a total of 14 respondents from the Iranian opposition were interviewed.
  

The Contextual Background

     Prior to the “Axis of Evil” speech, Iranian-American relations had been undergoing a “thaw.” One factor was Khatami’s idea of a “dialogue of civili​sations.” Another was the apology proffered in March 2000 by Secretary of State Madeleine Albright for the events of 1953. She admitted that the United States played a major role in the overthrow of Mossadeq and thereby put an end to Iranian democratization for the sake of its own oil interests. She also apolo​gized for America’s support of the Shah’s brutal repression and for its short-sightedness in supporting Iraq’s war against Iran from 1980 to 1988. Elite interviews conducted in both 2000
 and 2002 showed that Albright’s apology made a strong impression on the Iranian oppositional elite. 

     A third factor was the Iranian collaboration with the West over Afghani​stan. The United States gradually grew disenchanted with its former clients the Tali​ban. At the end of the 1990s Madeleine Albright stated that the United States was now an opponent of the Taliban because of their revolting treatment of women and their general disrespect for human rights. Similarly, on 25 Sep​tember 2001 Foreign Secretary Jack Straw visited Teheran, the first official UK government visit since 1979, with a view to getting Iran to join the anti-Taliban coalition. He stated that Iran was a useful and important consultee as regards Afghanistan. It was clear that Iran had nothing to do with 9/11. For their part, the Iranians were supporting the Northern Alliance, whose ethnic backbone was the Taziks
 of the Panshir Valley under the legen​dary guerrilla leader Ahmed Shah Masoud. In other words, Iran and the United States now had a common interest in crushing the Taliban. Iran envisaged a new geopolitical role for itself in Afghanistan and Central Asia, in alliance with the United States.  On 27 November 2001 representatives of the Northern Alli​ance and various Afghan exile groups met in Bonn to construct a transitional administration. The Northern Alliance accepted an international peace-keeping force, and by 5 December the negotiators had agreed on a govern​ment of national unity under Hamid Karzai. Iran played a constructive role at this conference. Everything seemed to point towards collaboration.

9/11 and the “Axis of Evil” in Iranian Politics

The Iranian Self-Image 

     Before we turn to the respondents’ views of the current state of play in Iranian politics and which factions have profited and which suffered from the “Axis of Evil” rhetoric, we shall look briefly at what they said or implied about Iran’s image of itself in the new world created by the WTC attacks. 

Responses

Iran’s national unity has been strengthened

     >>11 September led to the Iranian government feeling more responsibility for its people. In general people felt a certain satisfaction in noting that peripheral nations in the third world could play such an important role in the USA. It is a paradox that some of those who felt satisfaction also reacted against the blind and pointless violence.

     >>11 September has made the rulers understand that they must do more to remove the gap between the rulers and the ruled. The reformists are now openly admitting that this gulf – which is getting wider – exists. That politi​cians take it seriously is shown by the greater freedom of speech: there are controversies and disagreements on the role that should be played in this by the courts, which are in the hands of the “Leader.”

     >>Prior to 11 September, foreign policy was a subcategory of domestic policy. This created a situation in which national security policy acquired a separate dimension partly elevated over domestic policy. Foreign policy was subject to a tug of war between different factions in which each conducted its own foreign policy. After 11 September Iran saw itself obliged to change its foreign-policy priorities. Conservatives and reformers came together more often than before in order to search for consensus in foreign policy.

     >>Iranian foreign and security policy is more important than ever. Previ​ously, each faction conducted its own foreign policy. Now there is no doubt that we need a single national foreign policy. We must think things through carefully before we act in the foreign-policy arena. 

     >>After the WTC, previous disagreements were laid aside. Before there were factions in the state conducting their own foreign policy. For example, Khatami wasn’t aware of what Pasdaran [the Revolutionary Guard] was doing in Afghanistan. 

Iran has become more integrated into the world community

     >>The events made Iranians realise that everything that happens in this world has come closer. Even what happens a long way away can have conse​quences for Iran. The notion that we can isolate ourselves from the rest of the world has become weaker.

     >>Our geopolitical position meant that everyone had to talk to us after 11 Sep​tember.   This made us feel important. 

     >>11 September reduced the tension linked to Iran in the international com​mun​ity. 

     >>The events affected every country in the world, and it is therefore not advisable to consider Iran separately. It was a watershed that many people think should form the basis of a new international system based on multilat​eralism. European countries are concerned with this as well. 

     >>The need to strengthen the global community and democratic values has always existed. The WTC has strengthened the global community. 

     >>People are dependent on one another. This time it was the USA that was affected, next time it can equally well be us. The divide between different cultures is not so clear any longer, we can have the same feelings across cultural boundaries. 

      The catastrophe [of 11 September] was an excellent opportunity for Iranians to express sympathy with the USA and demonstrate that the country distanced itself from that sort of act. Iran joined the main​stream of global politics. Khatami and most other Iranians expressed sym​pathy with the USA, and in the work of democratising Afghanistan, Iran cooperated with the USA. Khatami’s approach reflected Iranian attitudes.

Iran is perceived as less extreme

     >>On 11 September we were confronted with a modern form of extremism. This weakened the image of Iran as an extremist country. 
     >>Iranian extremism is viewed in a gentler light because the events so clearly showed that the extreme elements in Sunni Islam are willing to go further than the extreme elements in Iranian Shi’i Islam. Extremism in Shi’i Islam is more modern than the Sunni. 

     >>Although bin Laden was no hero, there was sympathy for him over the whole world. Even in Europe there were groups who wore bin Laden T-shirts. Nothing like this happened in Iran, here there was no one who expres​sed sympathy for him. 
     >>It is important that Iran was not involved. The ideological vocabulary in Iran has changed. People no longer care about issues that are of only sym​bo​lic importance. For example the man in the street has no interest in fight​ing in Lebanon. How does this serve our interests?

     >>It is important that not everybody in Iran accepted the logic behind the acts. 

     >>It is important that Khatami condemned the acts after only 11 hours. 
Iran is the lighthouse of Islam

     >>We are unlike other countries in the region. Our political culture is in con​stant development. And the very fact that we have not stagnated has given us confidence. Everyone who comes from outside must pass through Iran; this gives us power at the same time as making us vulnerable to attack. 
     >>In general Arabic societies are stagnant. This is by no means the situation in Iran. We have a dynamic society with a political philosophy in constant development. 

     >>Of the three countries that Bush first included in the “Axis of Evil”, Iran is the only one where the population is well-educated. Moreover, Iran plays an important geopolitical role. 

     >>The Iranian reform movement, which claims that a modern political movement can grow up in an Islamic country, puts Iran in a special position. By focusing on elections and human rights, the reformists are sending a pow​erful message to Muslim countries and Farsi-speaking populations. 

     >>Most countries in the Muslim world are heading towards democracy. In this way Iran, compared with the rest of the Muslim world, has a lead of 20 years.

Discussion

     Some respon​dents thought that the United States had been weakened by 9/11. As we would expect from cognitive consistency theory, the converse proposition, that Iran had been strengthened by it, was also well evidenced. The strength​ening they describe takes the form of an increase in national unity and greater effort to conduct a coherent foreign policy and a greater integration into the international community. Our respondents are sure that the fact that Iran was quick to condemn the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the first Muslim country to do so, was favorably received by the rest of the world and would help to soften the West’s perception of Iran as a terrorist state. In the same way, the world community ought to be able to see that the Iranian ideological extremism (as exemplified by Pasdaran’s assassination of dissidents in exile) is in fact not so dangerous after all, in comparison with what happened in Manhattan. 

     It was also a common perception among our respondents that in conse​quence of the WTC, Iran has become more important in international poli​tics. After 9/11 a number of delegations came to Teheran. Iran looked as if it was about to be welcomed into the Western club. The respondents empha​sised the constructive role they thought Iran played, and there was a general consensus that its work to create a democratic Afghan government were of great assistance to the West. Behind this enthusiasm it was easy to see a hope that this would be the country’s future. 

     We may suspect that the respondents have an overly optimistic view of the international community’s ability to distinguish between the “funda​men​tal​ism” of Iran and that of the Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia. For the Irani​ans, these are not only two different political ideologies, but they are two dra​mati​cally different ways of thinking. Iran, they think, stands for an Islamic road to modernity, with the ability to adapt to changing circumstances. The reform movement talks about Islamic democracy, the rule of law, freedom of speech, human rights and civil society. However, the Western world just tars the Shi’i Islamists with the brush of Wahhabi puritanism and obscurantism. 

     The key concept in the mobilising rhetoric was “the Great Satan” (the United States). Today it is mostly the conservatives and ultras who cling to this enemy image, but it appears from the interviews in both 2000 and in 2002 that Iranian elites, despite the Revolution’s attempt to liberate the country from foreign interference, still feel that they are in the power of the United States.
  The hope is that the United States will conduct some self-examination and confess its offences against the Iranian nation, so that new and good relations can be established, in turn facilitating a modern Iran.

The Impact of the “Axis of Evil” on Iranian Politics

The Respondents

	Table 1: What effect has the “Axis of Evil” rhetoric had on Iranian politics and the Iranian factions?
(N is the number of statements)

	No effect in Iran
	2

	Strengthened the overseas exiles
	1

	Strengthened the reformers
	2

	National unity
	4

	Killed off dialogue with the USA
	11

	A godsend to the conservatives and ultras
	16

	
	n = 36


No effect in Iran, strengthened the overseas exiles

     >>No Iranian group has exploited this to its own advantage. 

     >>No single faction in Iran has benefited from the speech. On the other hand, the Iranian political opposition abroad (the Pahlavists) have benefited. The speech created an atmosphere that enabled the exile opposition to pre​sent itself as an alternative to the Islamic government.

Strengthened the reformers

     >>The reformers have benefited from the phrase. The conservatives have been scared and now see the USA as a real threat. For this reason they are more cautious about using the USA in the ideological struggle against the reform​ers. They understand that this is not the time for ideological initiatives in domestic policy, Iran must act rationally. All rational foreign policy favours the reformers. The ideological element in politics harms the country and must be eliminated.

     >>As long as they were confident that no foreign state would overthrow the government, the rulers of Iran felt strong enough to oppress the opposition in the country. But after Bush’s speech on the “Axis of Evil”, and bearing in mind the activity of the secular opposition abroad – including Shah Pahlavi’s son – the government concluded that the USA would support the secular and Western-oriented opposition in Iran. In order to deal with such a situation and the problems this would bring, they went in for national reconciliation. 

National unity

     >>the reformers are concerned not to give the USA the impression that Iran can be frightened into compliance. The threat has brought the conservatives and reformers together, compelled to solidarity against what is seen as an external danger.

    >>the interesting thing is that we in Iran – across faction boundaries – have reached a consensus on how to react to it. We shall not subject ourselves to the USA, but neither are we interested in giving the USA excuses for further confrontation. We are using the means we have at our disposal as regards reducing the effect the phrase can have internationally, in alia by cultivating contacts with the Europeans.

    >>the conservatives have been surprisingly cautious. We think it is because they are quite simply scared that the USA will carry out its threats. In other words, this is too serious to exploit for propaganda purposes. 

     >>If we are threatened from outside, we will stand together regardless of our views in domestic politics.

Killed off the dialogue with the USA

     >>The last year has been disappointing for Iran. The USA has dictated devel​opments. Khatami’s concept of “the dialogue of civilizations” has been shelved in favour of the USA’s unilateral policy.

     >>The groups that supported dialogue with the USA therefore lost ground.

     >>The speech changed the basis for joint action with the USA. In the new context, the idea of dialogue acquired a different meaning from before, which undermined the position of those who supported dialogue with the USA. 

     >>The phrase Bush used has meant that the moderates must to a much greater degree than previously defend all positive steps they support in the relationship with the USA and in international policy. 

     >>In such a situation, the reformers will not advocate dialogue with the USA either. In the light of the collaboration with the USA, the reformers have taken over the conservatives’ arguments that the USA cannot be trusted. 

    >>It has weakened the position of those who support a détente with the USA.

    >>The Iranian politicians who want dialogue with the USA see their chance as gone. The idea is now dead.

    >>The phrase came straight after the collaboration between USA and Iran in Afghanistan. The sense of betrayal was strong. 

    >>Iranians who were previously neutral to the USA have unfortunately changed their views and are now against the USA.

    >>With great satisfaction, they note that the “Axis of Evil” is a slap in the face of all those who trusted the USA.

     >>I think that the “Axis of Evil” has destroyed the foundation for a normal​ized relationship between Iran and the USA.

A godsend to the conservatives and ultras

     >>But we should remember that the conservatives, by maintaining the enmity with the USA, are not exclusively concerned with scoring domestic points. The fact is that they, too, want to negotiate. The problem is, however, that in Iran, faction-fighting is still more important than national interests. By exploit​ing Bush’s statements in domestic politics, the conservatives elevated factional conflict over national interests. 

     >>Religious groups, those who exercise religious and political power, have had the greatest benefit from the speech. The speech was perceived as an insult to the values of the Iranian people and for that reason caused the Irani​ans to rally round the religious values. This reaction strengthened the con​servative groups. The mobilization of religious and conservative ideas was strengthened by the fact that Bush’s speech came right before our celebration of the 23rd anniversary of the Islamic Revolution.
 This made it easier to get masses of people onto the streets and demonstrate against what Bush said – and this benefited the conservative forces in society.

     >>The right-wing profited from the “Axis of Evil”. The language used in the conservative newspaper Kayhan is now the same as during the war with Iraq, violent and bloodthirsty. Reality is presented in a way that requires the country to be in continual preparedness, the citizens must be on guard and form a common front against the enemy at the gates. The conservatives are using the American initiative to eliminate or oppress the opposition. 

     >>When the USA, on the basis of its power position, insults a nation, secu​rity questions acquire a place in national politics at the expense of topic such as freedom for the citizens. The groups that supported openness in domestic policy … therefore lost ground. The ultraconservative faction critical of the government and the state benefited from Bush’s speech.
     >>President Clinton and Secretary of State Madeleine Albright were of a different metal than Bush. The way Bush is going, he is pouring oil on the flames of anti-Americanism, he is giving the fundamentalists a helping hand. Mr. Bush has exhibited a lack of interest in protecting civil society, civil rights and the development of political parties in Iran. On the basis of Bush’s statements, the conservatives want to introduce a state of emergency in Iran. 

    >>The fact that Bush made a distinction in his speech between the elected and the non-elected elements of the government could have been used by the reformers. They could have played on this distinction and so strengthened their position in Iranian politics. Instead, they collaborated with the forces of the dictatorship. The right-wingers immediately saw the danger that the sup​porters of religious dictatorship in Iran and the Taliban might be portrayed as birds of a feather, and thus that they might suffer the same fate as the Tali​ban. To prevent this, they realised that in this situation they needed support from Khatami, and it turned out that Khatami was easy to play for a sucker. The reformers’ strategic blunder was due to an unconscious xenophobia. It was this that prevented them reaping the benefit of a situation that could have strengthened the forces of democracy in Iran. 

     >>In the conservative camp there are those who have benefited from the phrase. 

     >>The phrase goes in the conservatives’ favor. If the verbal hostilities between the USA and Iran continue, they will strengthen the conservative forces at the next election.

     >>The conservatives and the ultraconservatives, who – in contradistinction to the reformers – want dialogue, base their policy on hostile relations with the USA, will clearly benefit from Bush’s speech. After Afghanistan Iran expected that the dialogue with the USA would get wind in its sails, but then came the speech that gave the right-wingers the chance to say, “If they want to hurt us, then we’ll hurt them.” 

     >>The extreme right-wing forces have derived advantage from the “Axis of Evil.” 

      >>The conservatives assiduously used argument that the USA is hostile to Iran has been strengthened. 

     >>The speech has strengthened the right-wing forces in Iran. The effect of the statement was extensive because it wounded national feelings that every​one shares. Bush assaulted a people, their culture and their feelings.

     >>The conservatives welcomed the speech with open arms. 

     >>Iranian conservatives have clutched the phrase to their breasts. Bush has given them the ideal ammunition. 

     >>For Iran, all interference by foreign powers is the worst thing imaginable. When Bush used the term the “Axis of Evil,” it was as if he hit the moderate forces in Iran with a hammer. 

Discussion

     The WTC attacks and subsequent American policy have had a decisive effect on Iranian domestic politics. Iranian hatred is not reserved for “the Great Satan”: There are fierce conflicts among Iranians as well. Society is frag​mented, with a destructive faction-fight between supporters of the revo​lutio​nary Khomeini dogmas and those who want a modern Iran with the rule of law and freedom of expression. 

     Only two of the respondents dismissed the “Axis of Evil” rhetoric as having few consequences for Iranian politics. One claimed that no Iranian faction had exploited the speech in its own interest, as everyone rallied round the flag, while another said that the only beneficiary was the exile opposi​tion, the Pahlavists, giving them hope of imminent regime change. Everyone else considered that the phrase had had an enormous impact on the tug of war between the conservatives and reformers. 

     Some respondents hint that there are groups in Iranian society which hope for a bit of outside help in getting rid of the dictatorship. At the same time, a bloodbath is that last thing they want. In this perspective the policy of the United States under Bill Clinton, which now appears to have been shelved, was promising; it was implicit in this policy that Iran could, by small steps and avoiding war, create the rule of law and an Islamic version of democracy. For a country like Iran, American sabre-rattling under Bush is particularly alarming, as the fragmentation of the Iranian nation will mean that the already irreconcilable factions will hate one another all the more and exploit the resulting chaos to make a grab for power. It will also harm economic deve​lopment and compromise Iran’s ability to deter other attacks. The anxi​ety the liberal respondents feel leads several to contemplate exile. 

      The “Axis of Evil” led to real fear among not only the reformers but also among the conservatives. Two respondents considered that the speech had strengthened reformist forces by badly scaring the rightists. Having included Iran in the “Axis of Evil,” the United States will sooner or later attack. All-out war is not considered very likely, but both sides think that limited military strikes are a real possibility. The conservatives realized that, with the threat of an American military attack hanging over Iran, perhaps with a view to a Pahlavi restoration, this was no time for ideological adventures or the politics of symbolism. They thus toned down the anti-American rhetoric from the Revolution and, afraid that the reformers would get the upper hand, bit the bullet and offered them a measure of compromise and cooperation on the basis of “If you can’t beat them, join them.” One respondent thought, how​ever, that the “Axis of Evil” represented a lost chance for the reformers, and that the conservatives had played Khatami for a sucker. 

In retrospect we know that this “Teheran Spring” was very brief. As soon as they felt they heard the “Danger Over” siren, the con​servatives exploited Bush’s speech for all it was worth.

     Our material thus suggests that American warning to Iran was effective. If the threat becomes serious enough, the Iranians will give way, and the sabre-rattling had a great, though transitory, effect on the domestic situation. 

     However, frightening the conservatives was not the only route to national unity. Another was that the reformers themselves were profoundly alien​ated. Thus, they met the conservatives half-way, with a suddenly decrea​sed enthusiasm for normalization of relations with a country that betrayed, threat​ened and insulted them in this manner. 

Despite the pain caused by the historical experience of American–Iranian rela​ti​ons, the man in the street has a positive attitude to the United States and to a better relation​ship with that country.  It is the some dominant groups in the Iranian political classes that are hostile. This is the other way round from most Arab countries, where the regimes are pro-Western and the man in the street nurses a fierce hatred of the United States that can flare up at any time, for example during the 1991 Gulf War. According to the respondents, however, the Bush speech upset the positive trend that had begun in Iranian politics, such as a more open attitude to the international community and a normali​sation of relations with the United States. There was much talk of the “objective” alliance between the two countries in overthrowing the Taliban and recon​structing the Afghan government. This, they think, demonstrated the useful​ness to the superpower of having good relations with Iran. With the launch​ing of the “Axis of Evil”, however, all this was put on ice, and will not be taken out again for a long time. To stigmatise a country in that way was seen as a deeply hostile act. 

      Strong and passionate as the respondents’ sense of betrayal was, the sud​den death of the dialogue with the United States was nevertheless not the highest-scoring effect of the “Axis of Evil.” That was reserved for the baleful effect on Iran’s domestic faction-fight. There is a massive consensus that the speech was a godsend to the conservatives, revitalising the bloodthirsty anti-American rhetoric from the days of the Revolution. The conservatives took the speech as the final proof that their enemy image of the United States had been the right one all along, and that the reformers with their wish for dialogue were naïve. And it is very hard for the reformers to argue with this; most people will perceive the “Axis of Evil” to be insulting and degrading. Some of the respondents stated it was the violence-prone and coup-plotting ultras who profited most of all from Bush’s choice of words. 

Conclusion

    The “war on terror” is a term that contains within itself the assumption that “ter​ror​ism” is everything that They do to Us and never anything that We do to Them. It is at one and the same time a police action against malefactors and a war against states, so that our side can do anything that is done in war, and yet all the actions of the other side are regarded as illegitimate, like resist​ing arrest. Such a rhetorical device is a piece of political communication, designed as a response to destruction of the premier visual symbol of American capitalism, which was also a form of political communication. The game is to take the affective capital generated by this outrage and see how far it can be extended to cover ope​rations against different “demonized” enemies. 

    It is unclear what would constitute “victory” in a global war against terrorism; presumably extirpation of the terrorists, but, allied to the Ameri​can doctrine of preventive war against potential threats, this promises to turn into a war of extermination against whole cultures. The antithesis to the old diplomatic courtesies is the concept of the “terrorist state,” which is a differ​ent entity from our own, “freedom-loving”, states, and which cannot therefore be considered to enjoy any rights under the law of nations. We are only one step away from applying the “terrorist” label to the uni​formed armed forces of sovereign states. In other words, “terrorist” has now been mapped onto “opponent.” 

    As a rhetorical device, the “Axis of Evil” exploits both the history of the Second World War (as a metonym for fascism, involving memories of dis​astrous appeasement) and religious eschatology (with its implication that We are on the side of Good and so can do anything we like). The most danger​ous aspect of the device is that it tells Western populations that all its ene​mies are not only evil but also united under a single umbrella. Evil is indivisible, and so responsibility is collective. This means that any state that disturbs the United States can be held co-responsible for the strikes on New York and Washington and treated accordingly. 

    We can say that the yield on the affective capital generated by 9/11 has been extremely high, creating public support for the war in Afghanistan, the invasion and conquest of Iraq and quite possibly similar enterprises in the future. If, therefore, a war is fought against Iran, it will be fought not against a member of the community of nations but against “the cowardly terrorists of the Axis of Evil.”

    In this paper we focused on domestic Iranian politics and the impact there on of 9/11 and the “Axis of Evil.” The respondents were quite upbeat on the first, seeing it as causing a strengthening of Iranian national unity and a more coherent foreign policy. Further, the WTC attacks and Iran’s prompt condemnation meant that the Iranian “fundamentalists” were no longer seen as the worst that Islam had to offer. 

     We asked our sample to identify the impact on the Iranian factors of the “Axis” speech specifically. The results were quite unambiguous: a tiny minority saw it as helping the reformers or the Pahlavist exiles, a larger minority emphasised the way it scared or offended the conservatives and reformers into collaborating with the other camp, but there was an over​whelming consensus that it had both killed the nascent dialogue with the United States and come as a godsend to the conservatives and the ultras. 

     The metaphor targets entire countries, not their leaders.  It does not differentiate between the evil leaders and the others who live in the country.  The reformers, for example, did not want to be viewed as evil, but the metaphor painted them with the same brush of evil.  This must be resisted by joining with the conservatives and rallying around the government.  In other words, the metaphor mobilized the entire country – including “friends” of the US.  We would also remark that, while Great Powers know that their own citizens forget their differences and rally to the flag when attacked, they always seem to have difficulty understanding why this might also be the case for their enemies.

   In conclusion, we would point out that the crafters of a rhetorical device intended to function in one cultural and political context have only imperfect control over how that device is received and exploited in an alien cultural and political context.  This is exactly what we have witnessed with dramatic changes in the political context after the metaphor was originally articulated.  Since then there has been one dramatic intervening event: The War in Iraq.  The impact of this event is too well known, discussed, and analyzed to dwell further upon here.  Suffice to say that the war in Iraq has been a “reality check” on what a superpower can achieve and not achieve in the region. The war in Iraq has been a learning experience for a whole global audience having to change many of its pre-war perceptions of a superpower being gradually weakened in its self-image as well as weakened in the eyes of the world.

   The source as well as a primary audience in the United States – the born-again Christians – seems to have lost much of its political base. With this dramatic changing situation the American president has stopped using the metaphor. With the dramatic changing context the metaphor has been emptied of its original meaning; its original source it has lost rhetorical force. But the changing context has given the metaphor new meaning to those people and countries it was originally intended to discredit. Now it goes to demonstrate how the “evil US” could label a whole country like Iran as evil. It is not at all surprising that the right wing of the Revolutionary Guard affiliated to Ahmadinejad like to repeat this metaphor as an example of what satanic forces the US represent.

   This also is an example of how a sender of any given message can loose control of its further use.  New senders can resend it in a form that is much contrary to what the original sender intended.  It is not even necessary for the new senders to try to create new meanings, because the changing political context has already given it new meaning.

   Another inherent characteristic of the metaphor in living its own life independent if whoever used it first are the audiences abilities of remembering the. When we think about Ronald Reagan, for example, a lot of people would remember him for his metaphor, “The Evil Empire.” The facts are easily forgotten, but the metaphor is remembered. This explains in part why it is a powerful rhetorical tool.

   Our respondents made some appropriate predictions about the short-term effects of the metaphor in Iran.  What they did not foresee, however, was its long-term effect. It is still with us in political speeches everywhere.  It has been seized as a rhetorical tool by many in our “global village.” The effect of the metaphor for the domestic development in Iran has for all those working for democracy and the rule of law inside the country has been a disaster reinforced by the turn of events.

   George W. Bush, if not remembered for anything else, will certainly be remembered for giving the world the skilfully but misguided construction of the metaphor, “The Axis of Evil.”  It has become a powerful rhetorical tool for mobilizing the ultra-conservative and anti-democratic forces in Iran. The metaphor has also become a stumbling block for Bush, as well as for the effort of the United States in trying to create a better world.    

Appendix

Sample and Methodology

      We have made a purposive sample of political elites who represent policies and political ideologies that are in competition with the established ones, and that may one day in the future be the mainstream. We have also included repre​sentatives of Iran’s cultural and artistic elite, a segment of the popula​tion that has been an important catalyst in the reform process that the country has been undergoing for the last decade. It should be emphasised that this is not a population sample in the statistical sense. Social science knows of no inter-subjective and consensual definition of “elite,” and so no universes of “elite members” can possible be identified. In other words, it is impossible to take a statistically representative sample, and for our research purposes it is not even desirable. 

     The interviews were in-depth, and lasted on average an hour and a half; a few questions had closed response categories, while most were open. This methodology involves time-consuming work to code the responses, but the open method was a natural consequence of our not knowing the response universe very well. In other words, we were prepared to be surprised by what the elite said. Open-ended questions provide interesting information, and our sur​veys have shown that for political elites this procedure is stimulating – the interviews give more of themselves than is the case with closed questions. The problems arise subsequently, when we try to review and organise the data. Categorising and coding of replies is a time-consuming process, but gives the reader a certain quantitative picture of the results in addition to the opportunity to enter the cognitive world of the respondents via the extensive answers.

     On the other hand, the interview instrument was standardised, so that all the interviewees were asked the same questions. Here it was a great help that we were able to build upon the knowledge and expertise we had already acquired through a corresponding elite survey undertaken in April 2000. These elite interviews are also a part of a cumulative research strategy involving plans for further Iranian interview rounds. In this perspective it is important to elicit the cognitive universe of the respondents, and for this rea​son we have chosen to present replies on most topics almost verbatim, which is not usual in such investigations. The objective is next time to operate with closed response categories on the basis of the knowledge garnered from the 2000 and 2002 surveys.It should be noted that this is not exclusively a matter of “snapshots” of political attitudes as in opinion polls, because our arbitrary sample of respondents includes a dynamic perspective; that is, it tries to look forwards.  We are also fully aware of the limitations of the data.

      We have limited our survey to the political opposition in Iran and must therefore assume that the statements made in our interviews reflect a political strategy, that is, the rhetoric of the opposition. It must be assumed that the responses are part of a political strategy to discredit the supporters of Ayatollah Khamenei and the revolutionary doctrine of the Islamic republic. The fact that we were foreigners helped to soften this aspect, because con​versations with foreigners emphasise the informative (perception-reflexive) at the expense of the agitation and demagogy (instrumental) that dominate the domestic power struggle. However, what is said in oral interviews may easily fail to match the facts. Our survey makes no attempt to measure the “truth quotient.” On the contrary, our aim is to chart not facts but percep​tions.

List of Respondents

1. Bahman Farmanara: b. 1942. Went to England at the age of 16 and studied acting and then to the US where he studied filmmaking at USC. He returned to Iran to work in Iranian TV. Returned to the US and Canada 1980–1990, where he ran several film companies. He has made 5 feature films, the most recent of which are Smell of Camphor, Scent of Jasmine, and House Built on Water. 
2. Sadegh Ziba Kalam: b. 1948. Studied engineering in London and took his Ph.D. at Bradford, UK, on the Iranian Revolution. He is a professor of Political Science in the Faculty of Law and Political Science at Teheran University. 
3. Farhad Ataie: b. 1953. Ph.D. in Near Eastern Studies from U.C. Berkeley. Professor of Economics at Imam Sadegh University. 
4. Anonymous playwright. 
5. Abadollah Molaei: Director of Euro-American Studies at the Institute for Political and International Studies, Teheran. 
6. Seyed Kazem Sajjadpour: Ph.D. from the US. Director General of the Institute for Political and International Studies, Teheran. 
7. Mahmoud Sarioghlam: Educated in the United States, he is a professor on the Faculty of Economics and Political Science, Shahid Beheshti University and the head of the Center for Scientific Research and Strategic Studies of the Middle East. 
8. Hamid Reza Jalaiepour: One of the most active reformist journalists, he was involved with most of the now-closed newspapers, including Jame'eh and most recently Bonyan. 
9. Farshid Farzin: b. 1967. He is an M A candidate in the Faculty of Law and Political Science of Teheran University, working on his thesis on International Law and Satellite Legislation. He is also a consultant to Atieh Bahar consultancy firm. 

10. Amir Mohebian: No biography. He is a columnist for the conservative newspaper Resalat and is considered to be the most vocal spokesperson for the conservative side. 
11. Mohammad Ali Najafi: b. 1945. He has an M.A. in architecture. He has also directed several films and television series. His architectural firm is responsible for designing a mosque and a cultural centre in Teheran. 
12. Siamak Namazi: b. 1971. He received his M.A. in Urban from Rutgers University Planning and has lived in Iran since 1999. He is the Risk and Strategic Management Director at Atieh Bahar Consulting in Teheran. 
13. Dr Hadi Semati: b. 1960. He received his Ph.D. in political science from the University of Tennessee in Knoxville. 1978–1980 in the United States, returned to Iran, did his military service and worked for the Foreign Ministry. He spent 1985–1993 in the US and currently teaches at the University of Teheran, Faculty of Law and Political Science. 
14. Hatam Ghaderi: Professor of political philosophy at Teheran's Teacher Training University. 
15. Ahmad Zeydabadi: b. 1965. Ph.D. candidate in Teheran University's Faculty of Law and Political Science. His dissertation is on Religion and State in Israel. He works as a journalist in the Foreign Desk of Hamshahri and various other newspapers. He was in prison for 7 months in 2001 and was recently sentenced to 23 months plus 5 years prohibition from journalistic activity. 
16. Farhad Firouzi: Previous editor of the weekly journal Karnami. Independent writer, author. 
17. Ibrahim Asgharzadeh b. 1955. Studied electrical engineering at Sharif University and became part of the student movement before the Revolution. He was one of the main US hostage-takers and was an MP in the third parliament. He is currently an elected member of Teheran City Council and an outspoken reformer.

18. Seyyed Ibrahim Nabavi. b. 1958. He is Iran’s most popular satirist whose newspaper columns appear regularly in the mainstream and reformist press. He was imprisoned for his writings and currently runs his popular website nabavionline.com. 

�   This is a revised version of a paper that was presented at the 46th Annual International Studies Association Convention, Honolulu, 1-5 March 2005. It is based, in part, on a larger report, Iran and the Axis of Evil, NUPI Research Report No. 277, September 2003.  This research was supported by the Norwegian Research Council (Project No. 144705-510) and the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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