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WHAT IS THE AXIS OF EVIL?

This article is devoted to the emergence and transformation of the concept of the «Axis of
Evil», which is relatively new in political science and the theory of international relations. There are
two stages of its interpretation, in the first of which the Axis of Evil was understood as the political
regimes of countries that sponsor international terrorism and develop biological, chemical, and
nuclear weapons, in the second — autocracies that began to fan the flames of a new world war with
their actions. It is emphasized that the transition from the first stage to the second was caused by
Russia's full-scale military aggression against Ukraine, which caused a crisis in the world order.

The author believes that the main actors of the Axis of Evil should primarily include Russia,
which started the largest military conflict in Europe since the Cold War, as well as those countries
that directly help it achieve its aggressive goals. He includes North Korea and Iran among these.
These countries supply Russia with a critical mass of weapons, without which it would not have
been able to withstand this war for four years, and North Korea has even sent its military contingent
to Russia. This alliance is united by a common goal — to oppose the spread of the ideological,
political, and economic influence of Western democracies in the world. However, each of its
countries has its own geopolitical goals, which may conflict with those of other participants. The
problem of communist China occupies a special position in terms of belonging to the Axis of Evil.
On the one hand, the PRC officially declares its commitment to preserving peace, its willingness to
adhere to the principles of world order, and openly does not assist other members of this alliance in
committing aggression. On the other hand, it economically, technologically, and politically supports
aggressor countries. According to the author, China, in the context of the development of the
situation in the modern world, is similar to a director who, being behind the scenes, determines for
the actors how to play their roles on stage.

The conclusions emphasize that the actions of these states threaten humanity with a new
world war. To prevent it, civilized countries, whose combined potential significantly exceeds the
combined potential of aggressive autocracies, must join forces to curb the aggressors.
Unfortunately, after Donald Trump came to power in the United States, the creation of an alliance
to effectively counter the Axis of Evil has become a big problem.
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One of the most popular definitions of the state of the modern world order is the concept of
the «Axis of Evily. Although this concept is widely used not only in journalistic publications, but
also in scientific works, it still lacks a thorough understanding. There is no clear understanding of
when and why this international community emerged; what unites regimes with different ideologies
into a single force; what goals it sets for itself; and, finally, which states are part of this alliance.
Proposing answers to these questions is the aim of this paper.
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When did this concept arise? The concept of the Axis of Evil emerged and gained
popularity after the annual address to the US Congress by the 43rd President George W. Bush on
January 29, 2002, after Islamic fundamentalists from Al Qaeda committed a series of terrorist acts
in the United States on September 11, 2001, resulting in the deaths of 2,977 people, the injury of
thousands, and damage to infrastructure and property worth at least $10 billion (September 11
Attacks). In response to this terrorist act, a coalition of states led by the United States, based on the
mandate of the UN Security Council of December 20, 2001 (Resolution 1386, 2001), carried out
military operations in Afghanistan, as a result of which the theocratic Taliban regime, which had
given shelter to Al Qaeda, was overthrown and a transitional government was established. Although
Bush's speech focused on this event, he named a number of states that sponsor international
terrorism and are attempting to acquire weapons of mass destruction. Bush included North Korea,
Iran, and Irag among these states, because they and their terrorist allies form an axis of evil, arming
themselves to threaten world peace (Bush, 2002). Shortly thereafter, speaking at the Heritage
Foundation, US Undersecretary of State for Arms Control and International Security John Bolton
again named Irag, North Korea, and Iran as the main actors in the «Axis of Evil», but added that
there were other rogue states outside its borders that were seeking to acquire weapons of mass
destruction, such as Libya, Syria, and Cuba (Bolton, 2002).

That is, the concept of the «Axis of Evil» arose as a statement of the existence of a set of
autocracies that «threaten world peace» because they sponsor international terrorism and are
engaged in the development of biological, chemical, and nuclear weapons and their delivery
systems.

A new interpretation of the «Axis of Evil». A significant change in the essence of this
concept occurred after the abolition of Deng Xiaoping's political reforms began in communist China
after Xi Jinping came to power in November 2012, and in Russia under Putin, the political regime
began to acquire a neo-totalitarian character (Romanyuk, 2022). Both of these regimes had common
goals of opposing the democratic world and expanding their influence on the international stage.
Both had revanchist intentions: communist China — the integration of Taiwan into the PRC, Russia
— the expansion of its territorial space to the borders of the former Soviet Union. The formation of a
strategic alliance between Putin and Xi is evidenced by the fact that until 2007, the joint use of the
veto right by the PRC and Russia on UN Security Council decisions did not occur. Between 2007
and July 2012, the joint use of the veto right occurred 4 times. After Xi Jinping came to power in
China, this happened 10 times. 7 of them were applied in favor of the Bashar Assad regime in Syria,
1 in favor of the North Korean regime, and the last one, regarding ensuring freedom of navigation
in the Strait of Hormuz, was applied in favor of the Islamist regime in Iran (UN Security Council
Meetings & Outcomes Tables).

Although the PRC and Russia had similar foreign policy goals, they used different methods to
implement them. In recent years, although the PRC has increased the number of provocations
against neighboring countries (military and psychological pressure on Taiwan, as well as on Japan
regarding the Senkau Islands, conflicts in the South China Sea with the Philippines and Vietnam, as
well as in the Himalayas with India), it has tried not to start major armed conflicts. Instead, Russia
in August 2008 carried out military aggression against Georgia, which resulted in the de facto
annexation of almost 20 % of its territory, and in 2014 seized Ukrainian Crimea and began military
operations against Ukraine in Donbas. Russia did not dare to start a major war with Ukraine in 2014
and therefore went to negotiations in Minsk. However, during this negotiations, it turned out that
Russia and Ukraine were guided by different considerations. By implementing its puppet quasi-
states of the Donetsk and Luhansk People's Republics into Ukraine's political system, Russia
wanted to draw it into its sphere of political influence, while Ukraine viewed negotiations as a
means of ensuring a peaceful respite to restore and build up its military potential. The main conflict
during the negotiations was that Russia insisted on holding local elections in the Donetsk and
Luhansk regions first, and then proposed resolving the issue of withdrawing its troops from there,



while Ukraine insisted on the withdrawal of Russian troops and then resolving other issues
(Hodunova, 2025).

The Ukrainian leadership's disagreement with Putin's plans prompted him to launch a large-
scale military campaign against Ukraine. But fearing to start it on his own, Putin decided to enlist
the support of Xi Jinping. On the eve of the start of the war against Ukraine, Putin visited the PRC
under the pretext of the opening of the XXIV Winter Olympic Games and on February 4, 2002,
held talks with Xi Jinping. It is not known for certain what they agreed on, but a number of
prominent analysts (Fiona Hill, Michael McFaul, Anne Applebaum) believe that Xi gave Putin the
go-ahead for war against Ukraine, although he asked not to start military action until after the
Olympics. The results of this meeting are considered the act of creating a strategic alliance, which
was called the «New Axis of Evily.

The term «New Axis of Evil» belongs to American political commentator Danielle Pletka,
who on February 12, 2022, in the article «China's Olympics are at the Center of the New Axis of
Evil», published in the American conservative editorial magazine «National Reviewy, linked the
concept of the modern Axis of Evil with the Axis of fascist and militarist states of World War I,
stating that this term is an allusion to the hostile axis defeated by the victorious Allies in 1945. She
considered communist China to be the core of the new Axis of Evil. Pletka reported the danger of
Xi Jinping's collusion with Putin 12 days before Russia's military invasion of Ukraine. She also
included Islamist Iran and «the world’s last Stalinist regime» of South Korea in the new Axis of
Evil (Pletka, 2022). Naturally, Iraq, which was previously considered one of the main states of the
Axis of Evil, was excluded from it due to the fact that a coalition of states led by the USA and Great
Britain, having conducted Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, eliminated the regime of Saddam
Hussein.

Immediately after the start of Russian aggression, an editorial in the Taiwanese newspaper
Taipei Times on March 16, 2022, under the pretentious title “The real ‘axis of evil’ revealed,” noted
that the globe is divided into two geopolitical hemispheres: on the one hand, Taiwan, the United
States, European countries, India, Japan, and South Korea, and on the other, the authoritarian bloc
of China, Russia, Iran, Pakistan, and North Korea” (Taipei Times 2022). As subsequent events have
shown, the Taipei Times' reflection on the policies of confrontation in the modern world turned out
to be largely correct, except for India and Pakistan. The inclusion of these countries in the analysis
of the alignment of forces in the context of the new global confrontation was due to the fact that
events were predicted in the context of Taiwan's relations with communist China. Since in the Indo-
Pakistani conflict, China supported authoritarian Pakistan, and India was an electoral democracy,
this led to this conclusion. However, it ignored India's traditional political, economic, and military-
technical ties with Russia, as well as the fact that Pakistan's conflict with India is of a historical
regional nature and does not concern the problem of world order.

Russia's large-scale military aggression against Ukraine, which began on February 24, 2022,
led to the strengthening of the consolidation of aggressive autocracies, and to some extent exposed
the actors of the Axis of Evil. On the one hand, a number of autocracies began to directly help
Russia carry out its aggressive plan, and on the other, Russia increased its assistance to their
intentions that were dangerous for the world order. However, there is still no clear understanding of
which states should be included in this axis.

Although the modern alliance of aggressive autocracies is increasingly associated with the
axis of fascist-militarist states of World War Il, there are significant differences between them
(Zelikow 2024). One is that the Axis of World War Il was formalized first in the Anti-Comintern
Pact (1936) and then in the Berlin Pact (1940), while the modern Axis of Evil has an informal
structure. There is no general document that would indicate the goals and participants of this
alliance. This can only be said based on an analysis of the concrete actions of modern aggressive
autocracies and bilateral agreements between them. An analysis of the development of events
related to the destruction of the world order that was established after World War Il and somehow



survived during the Cold War shows that in the structure of the Axis of Evil, it is necessary to
distinguish between its main actors and their proxies. The main actors include aggressive
autocracies that have a certain geostrategic independence, and the proxies include political regimes
and organizations that operate within the strategies of the main actors and are unable to exist
without their military, political, and material support.

Main actors and proxies. The autocracy that has exemplified the formation of the modern
Axis of Evil is Russia. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 gave rise to the «Weimar
syndrome» in Russia, as a significant part of its political elite and the majority of its population
perceived the Soviet Union primarily as a Russian state. These sentiments contributed to the
emergence of the idea of restoring a bipolar world, in which the United States and Western
democracies would be opposed by a coalition of Eastern states led by Russia. Back during the
presidency of Boris Yeltsin, when Russia was considered an electoral democracy, its then Foreign
Minister Yevgeny Primakov publicized the idea of creating an alliance of Russia, China, India, Iran,
and Iraq to confront the Western world (Delong 2020: 313). This idea did not receive official
support at the time, but after Vladimir Putin came to power, when the process of
retotalitarianization of the political regime began in Russia, and its foreign policy began to acquire a
revanchist and imperialist character, it began to be implemented. The creation of such an alliance
was finally made evident by the Russian-Ukrainian war, during which North Korea and Iran began
to provide direct military support to Russian aggression.

Although the Lukashenko regime in Belarus is not usually mentioned among the actors of
the Axis of Evil, it is directly involved in Russian aggression. With critical economic dependence
on Russia, it has finally become a proxy for Russia after the suppression of political protests in
2020. In February 2022, Belarus provided its territory for the Russian army to invade Ukraine.
Although the participation of regular Belarusian troops in the Russian aggression has not yet
occurred, despite Putin's pressure, it supplies Russia with its military equipment and ammunition
and constantly organizes provocations on the Ukrainian border.

The greatest support for Russian aggression was provided by North Korea, whose political
regime retains all the main features of classical communist totalitarianism. Russia's rapprochement
with North Korea began almost immediately after VIadimir Putin came to power. In July 2000,
Putin, visiting Pyongyang, signed the «Treaty on Friendship, Good-Neighborliness, and
Cooperationy, which signaled Moscow's intention to regain its influence on the Korean Peninsula.
A new impetus for rapprochement was given by the Russian annexation of Crimea, which was
supported by Pyongyang. North Korea has become the main supplier of weapons to Russia.
According to Western intelligence estimates, it has transferred more than 12 million artillery shells
to Russia (Mazurenko, 2005). In certain areas of the front, the share of North Korean ammunition in
Russian use reaches almost 50%. Moreover, in June 2024, the leaders of both countries signed the
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Treaty, which contains a clause on mutual defense, which
effectively legalized North Korea's direct intervention in the conflict on the side of the aggressor
(DPRK — Russia Treaty on Comprehensive, 2004). According to him, at the end of 2024, an «elite
assault corps» of North Korean military personnel numbering from 12 to 15 thousand was
transferred to Russia. By February 2026, the number of dead and wounded North Korean soldiers
exceeded 6,000. (Balashuk, 2006).

On the other hand, Russia is contributing to a significant strengthening of the military-
political power of the North Korean regime, which increases security risks for the Pacific region. In
circumvention of UN sanctions, Russian petroleum products and technologies for improving
satellites, submarines, and ballistic missiles are being transferred to North Korea. Western
intelligence and analysts suggest that in exchange for weapons, Russia may provide North Korea
with critical technologies to improve nuclear warheads and missile entry systems into the dense
layers of the atmosphere.



The main actor of the Axis of Evil is also Iran, which after the Islamic Revolution of 1979
adopted a tough anti-Western position. Russia's military cooperation with Iran began in September
2015 during the civil war in Syria, where the Iranian fundamentalist regime provided military
support to the Shiite government of Assad. After the start of Russian aggression against Ukraine,
Iran became one of the key suppliers of weapons of mass destruction to the Russian army. In
addition to supplying ready-made strike drones and short- and medium-range ballistic missiles,
Russia, with the participation of Iranian engineers, has established the production of thousands of
Shahed drones. In exchange for drones and missiles, Russia transfers modern technology and
defense equipment to Iran and assists Iran in developing satellite surveillance technologies and
electronic warfare equipment. In January 2025, Iran and Russia signed a «Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership Agreementy, which provides for expanded military and technical cooperation, a joint
fight against so-called terrorism, and coordination of actions in the event of a threat to the security
of one of the parties.

Among all the main actors of the Axis of Evil, Iran is the most openly publicizing its
aggressive geopolitical goals: eliminating US influence in the Middle East, destroying the state of
Israel, and gaining leadership in the Islamic world. Although officially the Iranian leadership denies
the intention to create nuclear weapons, it is actually working in this direction. Iran is the most
destabilizing state in the Middle East, but until recently it did so mainly through its proxies. Iran's
proxy until recently included the Shiite regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, but it was destroyed in
2024 by Sunni opposition forces operating with the help of Turkey. Today, Iran's proxies include an
extensive network of non-state, mainly Shiite, paramilitary groups and political movements in the
Middle East that receive financial, military, and ideological support from Tehran. It is coordinated
by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and is defined in official documents as the «Axis of
Resistance». This network includes Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hashd al-Shaabi in Irag, Ansar Allah in
Yemen, and Hamas in the Gaza Strip. The common goal of these groups is to establish
fundamentalist regimes like Iran in their countries. Although Hamas is a Sunni organization, it
receives its greatest support from Iran. In October 2023, by carrying out a bloody invasion of Israel,
he initiated a new major conflict in the Middle East. This invasion was supported by Hezbollah,
Hashd al-Shaabi, and Ansar Allah, who began firing rockets into Israeli territory. In addition, Hashd
al-Shaabi attacked American military bases located in the region, and Ansar Allah intensified
shelling of ships of «enemy states» in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait. Although the Iranian leadership
officially stated that these groups were operating independently, the US and Israel did not believe
this and in February 2026 launched a devastating missile and bomb strike on Iran. As a result, the
threat of a new world war became even more real.

China’s role. The inclusion of communist China among the main actors of the Axis of Evil is
a debatable issue, as there are arguments both for and against it. On the one hand, the PRC officially
declares its commitment to preserving peace, its readiness to adhere to the principles of world order,
and openly does not assist other members of this alliance in committing aggression. On the other
hand, it economically, technologically, and politically supports aggressor countries.

After the start of Russian aggression against Ukraine, China became Russia's main trading
partner, purchasing record volumes of its oil and gas, which provides the Kremlin with foreign
currency to finance the war. It illegally supplies Russia with «dual-use» goods, such as
microelectronics and chips, components for the production of drones, high-precision machine tools
with program control, and nitrocellulose, which is a key ingredient for the production of gunpowder
and artillery shells. There is evidence that Chinese companies are providing Russia with high-
resolution satellite imagery to guide strikes on Ukrainian targets. Without Chinese economic, and
especially food, support, the communist regime in South Korea could not exist. The PRC has
become the main «lifeline» for Iran in the face of tough international sanctions against this country.

In political terms, the PRC has strategic partnership agreements with Iran (2021) and Russia
(2022 and 2025). As for South Korea, back in 1961, the PRC concluded a «Treaty of Friendship,



Cooperation and Mutual Assistance», Article 2 of which directly obliges the parties to immediately
provide military and other assistance by all available means if one of the parties is subjected to
armed attack. This treaty is automatically extended every 20 years. The last extension took place in
2021.

Given these circumstances, most serious analysts also consider China to be an actor in the
Axis of Evil. Thus, analysts from the Atlantic Council and the Hudson Institute began to use the
acronym CRINK (China, Russia, Iran, North Korea) as a synonym for this term (Coxon, 2024),
believing that China is not just a participant, but actually acts as the economic and technological
core of this alliance. In the context of the development of the situation in the modern world, China
is more like a director who, being behind the scenes, determines for the actors how to play their
roles on stage.

Conclusion. The concept of the Axis of Evil emerged as a reflection of the danger threatening
the world from aggressive autocracies that sought to acquire weapons of mass destruction and
encouraged international terrorism. In the process of developing the international situation, it has
undergone significant transformation. The trigger for changing its content was the full-scale
Russian military aggression against Ukraine, which demonstrated an alliance of states trying to
destroy the world order. Most reputable analysts believe that these include Russia, Iran, South
Korea, and communist China, although the latter tries to hide the true goal of its geopolitical
strategy.

The actions of these states threaten humanity with a new world war. To prevent it, civilized
countries, whose combined potential far exceeds that of aggressive autocracies, must join forces to
curb the aggressors. Unfortunately, after Donald Trump came to power in the United States,
creating an alliance to effectively counter the Axis of Evil became a major problem.
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IO TAKE«BICbB 3JIA»?

PosrisimaeTbcs MUTaHHS BUHUKHEHHS Ta TpaHcdopmarlii koHeniii Oci 371a, SKe € BiTHOCHO
HOBOIO B MOJITOJOTIT Ta Teopii MIXKHAPOIHUX BiTHOCHH. BUpI3HAIOTHCS 1Ba eTand ii iHTeprperanli, Ha
nepmomy 3 gkux mig «Biccio 3ma» po3yminucs MONITHYHI PEXUMH KpaiH, IO CIOHCOPYIOTh
MDKHapOJAHUNA TEPOpPH3M Ta PO3pOOJSAIOTH O10JIOTIYHYy, XIMIUHY Ta siiepHy 30poro, Ha Ipyromy —
aBTOKpATIi, SKi CBOIMH JIISIMH TTOYaIH PO3MAITIOBATH IMOJyM’ sl HOBOI CBITOBOI BiliHU. [limkpeciroeTbes,
IO MepexiJ BiJ MEepuIoro eramy A0 Apyroro OyB CHPUYMHEHHH MMOBHOMACIITa0OHOK BifICHKOBOIO
arpecieto Pocii mpotu Ykpainu, sika CIpHYUHHAIIA KPU3Y Y CBITOBOMY MOPSKY.

BucnoBmoeTsest yMKa, 10 10 TOJIOBHHX akTopiB «Oci 3ma» ciif Hacammepen BigHectu Pociro,
sKa po3Moyvajia HaHOUTbIIMA BIHCHKOBUH KOHQIIKT y €Bpori 3 4aciB XoJoIHOI BiiHH, a TaKOX Ti
KpaiHu, sKi 0e3Mmocepe/IHbO JOMOMAararTh i JAocaraTd i arpecMBHHX Ilijiei. /[0 HMX BiH BiJIHOCHUTH
[Tieniuny Kopeto Ta Ipan. Li kpaiau nocrayarotsh Pocii kpuTHuHy Macy 30poi, 0e3 K01 BOHa He 3MOrJa
0 BecTH BiHY HpPOTATOM 4YOTHPHOX poOKiB, a IliBniuna Kopess HaBiTh HampaBuia CBiil BiliCBKOBHI
KOHTHHreHT 10 Pocii. Ileli coro3 o00'emHaHWil CIUIBHOIO METOK — TPOTHIIATH ITONITUPESHHIO
17I€0JIOT1YHOTO, TOJITHYHOTO Ta €KOHOMIYHOTO BIUIMBY 3aXiAHHMX JAEMOKpaTii y cBiTi. OfHaK KOXKHA 3
Horo KpaiH Ma€e CBOi T'€OIOJIITHYHI LiJi, SIKi MOXKYTh CyNEepeYHTH IUISIM IHIMUX ydacHUKiB. [TpoGiema
KoMmyHicTHyHOro Kuraro 3aiiMae ocoOivBe CTaHOBHIIE, 3 TOYKH 30py mpuHaiexxkHocTi 10 Oci 3ma. 3
onmHoro Ooky, KHP odimiiiHo 3asBiase Tpo CBOK BiJJIaHICTh 30€pPEKEHHIO MHPY, TOTOBHICThH
JOTPUMYBATHUCS MPUHLUITIB CBITOBOTO MOPSAIKY Ta BIAKPUTO HE AONOMArae iHIIMM YJICHaM I[bOTO COI03Y
y 3aiiicHeHHI arpecii. 3 iHmoro 60Ky, BiH eKOHOMIYHO, TEXHOJIOTIYHO Ta MOJITUYHO MiATPUMYE KpaiHu-
arpecopu. JloBonutbes, mo Kurail, B KOHTEKCTI PO3BUTKY CHUTyalii B Cy4yaCHOMY CBITI MOAIOHHMH 10
pexucepa, AKuii, mepeOyBaroun 3a JalTyHKaMH, BU3HAYA€ aKTOpaM, K TpaTh CBOi POJIi HA CIEH.

VY BHCHOBKax HAaroJIOMye€ThCsA, MO il IUX JepXKaB 3arpOoKyIOTh JIIOJCTBY HOBOIO CBITOBOIO
BiliHOO. II[06 3amolirt iif, 1UBiII30BaHI KpaiHW, CYKyNHHMH MOTEHNIad SKHX 3HAYHO IEPEBHUIIYE
CYKyIHMH TIOTEHIliaJl arpecMBHMX aBTOKpATili, MOBMHHI OO0'€IHATH 3yCWUIA JUIS CTPUMYBAHHS
arpecopiB. Ha >xanp, micns npuxony no Bnaau y Crnomyuenux Illrarax Jlonanpaa Tpammna cTBOpeHHS
anbsHCy s epexktuBHOI potuAii Oci 37a cTano BEIUKO TpoOIeMoro.

Knrouoei cnoea: Bico 31a, MidCHApoOHi GIOHOCUHU, CEIMOBUNL NOPSOOK, 2100abHe
NPOMUCMOSIHHA, CYYACHT a2pecusHi agmokpamii ma ixui npoxci, pociticbka azpecis npomu Yxpaiuu.
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