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I n t r o d u C t I o n

The April 2016 escalation 
changed the situation around 
the Karabakh conflict in a 

major way, at the very least, from 
the point of view of the Armenian 
and Azerbaijani societies. Perhaps it 
would be more correct to say that the 
escalation consolidated trends that 
persisted for some years, and caused 
them to come to a head. In reality, 
changes began sometime in 2011 after 
the meeting between Armenian and 
Azerbaijani presidents in Kazan. This 
meeting was the last somewhat serious 
attempt at reaching a breakthrough in 
negotiations within the framework of 
the OSCE Minsk group with a goal of 
achieving a final peaceful settlement.

Following the 2011 summit up un-
til the April 2016 escalation, there had 
been nothing but decline in progress 
– of the conflict itself and of the nego-
tiations process around it.1 Although 
connected, the conflict and the nego-
tiations are two different processes. 

1 Sergey Markedonov, “Azerbaijan in 2013: Main Trends of Socioeconomic and Political Devel-
opment,” in Alexander Iskandaryan, ed. Caucasus-2013 (Yerevan: Caucasus Institute, 2015, in 
Russian), 27.  
Sergey Markedonov, “Azerbaijan in 2014: Main Results,” in Alexander Iskandaryan, ed. Cauca-
sus-2014 (Yerevan: Caucasus Institute, 2016, in Russian), 23.
Sergey Markedonov, “Azerbaijan in 2015: Main Trends,” in Alexander Iskandaryan, ed. Cauca-
sus-2015 (Yerevan: Caucasus Institute, 2017, in Russian), 9-27.
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There is a large number of reasons for the worsening of the situation that lie out-
side the scope of this paper – starting from the decline of oil prices to domestic 
political concerns in Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

Given all the external and domestic circumstances, the situation on the front-
line in Nagorno-Karabakh tensed and became more complicated. The sniper 
war escalated into cross-border shelling with artillery and missiles. The number 
of violent incidents on the frontline increased. The confrontation spilled over 
to the borders between Armenia and Azerbaijan, sometimes even to the border 
between Armenia and Nakhichevan. 

After an MI-24 helicopter was shot down in November 2014, bilateral rela-
tions escalated even further. The parties in conflict began using heavy calibre 
artillery on a regular basis. After the April 2016 escalation, the death toll on the 
conflict’s borders decreased, but only in comparison to the post-2014 situation.2 
So far, all efforts to lower the degree of violence in the conflict to pre-2011 level 
have failed.

Naturally, under such conditions, the co-chairs of the OSCE Minsk group are 
focused on trying to reduce the violence and contain the risks of further escala-
tions. Particularly since 2016, the efforts of the Minsk group have been directed 
mainly at pursuing trust-building measures, maintaining the “relative calm,” in-
creasing the number of monitors on the Line of Contact, and setting up a system 
for investigating incidents.3 One must admit that even along those lines, progress 
has been very moderate. 

At any rate, despite the optimistic statements sometimes made by officials, 
no real attempts at resolving the conflict are currently being made. The positions 
of the sides are so opposite that there is no room for peace negotiations. Mainte-
nance of the status quo used to be a minimum requirement. It has now become 
the desired outcome. Final peaceful resolution is no longer perceived as a realis-
tic goal. Conflict resolution has been replaced with conflict management.4

Unsurprisingly, this situation caused the positions of all parties in conflict 
to toughen. This hardening follows different trends in Armenia, Karabakh, and 
Azerbaijan.
2 “Mortality Rate in Artsakh Decreased by 6.6%,” Armenpress, January 31, 2017 (in Armenian). 
https://armenpress.am/arm/news/876845/arcakhum-mahacutyuny-nvazel-e-66-tokosov.
html
3 Alexander Iskandaryan, “Armenia-2016: the Year of Crises,” in Alexander Iskandaryan, ed. 
Caucasus 2016 (Yerevan: Caucasus Institute, 2017, in Russian), 30.
4 Hrant Mikaelian, “Societal Perceptions of the Conflict in Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh,” 
Caucasus Institute, Policy Paper, 2017.
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In Azerbaijan, the anti-Armenian rhetoric of state officials, sometimes at the 
highest level, is becoming stronger every day. For example, a speech recently 
made by president Aliyev at a convention of the ruling Yeni Azerbaijan Party 
mentioned the “return of Yerevan” to Azerbaijan.5 Azerbaijan has intensified 
its policy of persecuting citizens of various countries who travel to Nagorno-
Karabakh.6 Azerbaijan has resumed pressuring its civil society actors involved in 
peacebuilding activities and persecuting independent journalists.

In Armenia, the official policies are somewhat different. Once in a while, 
Armenian public officials, including the minister for foreign affairs and the 
president, make speeches that mention Armenia’s preparedness to continue the 
peacebuilding process in the format of the Madrid principles. However, the civil 
society, social networks, media, and the analytical community increasingly cir-
culate the perception that Armenia no longer has a counterpart in the peace ne-
gotiations.

Where the public opinion in Azerbaijan is concerned, we cannot make an 
informed judgment about it, due to the fact that in recent years, social scientists 
have not had the opportunity to conduct any studies on the ground, and the 
news media in Azerbaijan is subjected to almost-official censorship. As in Arme-
nia, field data is available and shows that over the last decade, the once-marginal 
thesis, “not an inch of land,” has become the most mainstream perception in Ar-
menia.7 

A popular view is that one cannot negotiate and shoot at the same time. This 
does not seem to apply to this particular conflict. Azerbaijan’s actions are any-
thing but random or reactive. There is no doubt that Azerbaijan is implementing 
a consistent and thought-out strategy of maintaining its involvement in peace 
negotiations, while at the same time using a military toolbox to put continued 
pressure on the Armenian parties. And one has to admit that, with the parties 
lacking any motivation to seek resolution of the conflict based on difficult and 

5 Joshua Kucera, “Azerbaijan President Calls for Return to ‘Historic Lands’ in Armenia,” 
Eurasianet, February 13, 2018. https://eurasianet.org/s/azerbaijan-president-calls-for-re-
turn-to-historic-lands-in-armenia
6 “Azerbaijan Blacklists Three U.S. Lawmakers for Visiting Nagorno-Karabakh,” RadioFreeEu-
rope RadioLiberty Azerbaijan, September 23, 2017. https://www.rferl.org/a/azerbaijan-black-
lists-three-us-lawmakers-visiting-nagorno-karabakh/28752231.html 
“Azerbaijan to Blacklist CNN Star for Nagorno-Karabakh Visit,” Civilnet, October 24, 2017. 
https://www.civilnet.am/news/2017/10/24/Azerbaijan-to-Blacklist-CNN-Star-for-Nagorno-
Karabakh-Visit/323241
7 Mikaelian 2017, 28.
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painful compromises, the strategy of negotiating and shooting at the same time 
is rational and effective. It is the only way that Azerbaijan can attract interna-
tional attention to the conflict while gaining some leverage on Armenia and 
Nagorno-Karabakh.

As to Nagorno-Karabakh, given its unrecognized status and consequent in-
ternational isolation, it felt and behaved like a fortress under siege long before 
the April escalation. The siege mentality had been mainstream there for many 
years, and after April 2016, it got worse. In Nagorno-Karabakh, all narratives 
about the conflict are securitized. Their survival strategy is to tighten security, 
reinforce borders, build up their defensive capacity, and so on. 

Even when Nagorno-Karabakh demands to be allowed to return to the ne-
gotiating table – these demands on the part of the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic 
have been a tradition of many years now – even then, it isn’t so much trying to 
enable peaceful resolution of the conflict based on compromises, as it is trying 
to boost its institutional status and strengthen its positions on the path to recog-
nition. 

One can say with certainty that a final peaceful settlement is no longer viewed 
as a realistic goal by either Azerbaijan or Nagorno-Karabakh.

However, it is also true that the April escalation has demonstrated the impos-
sibility of a full-scale war. There is a methodological controversy amongst schol-
ars about whether the April escalation was an attempt at a full-scale war that 
was cut short, or whether a full-scale attack had not been part of the plan, and 
the escalation had been originally planned to be large but local. In my opinion, 
these methodological arguments are not really important. Whatever the original 
intentions might have been, the April 2016 escalation made it absolutely clear 
that it is impossible to settle the conflict with a blitzkrieg. The balance of forces 
does not allow that. Even hypothetically, the risks of a “real” war outweigh any 
potential profits for one of the parties.

Accordingly, in the coming months and years, we can expect the situation to 
remain more or less the same. There will be negotiations, and time to time there 
will be incidents on the Line of Contact of various degrees of severity. Some-
times there will be escalations. The only variable will be the severity and fre-
quency of the escalations. The international community will continue efforts to 
minimize the violence. There is and will be a shortage of political pressure tools. 
There is no will to use a different set of tools, for example, military tools, and this 
is unlikely to change in the short- or mid-term. 
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Of course, there are external variables in this equation that may change un-
predictably. For example, there are oil prices, the state of relations between Rus-
sia and the West, the unfolding of relations between Iran and the West, and so 
on. However, there is no reason to expect the balances to change abruptly or 
significantly. One should rather expect the nonexistence of a realistic perspec-
tive for peace to become the new normal, i.e. to be perceived as the normal state 
of play by all the societies affected by the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 

What can be done in a situation like this? Obviously, it is unlikely that the 
conflict will be settled in the short-term. The first step towards at least a theoreti-
cal renaissance of genuine peace negotiations is the ruling out of violence on the 
conflict’s borders. Failing this, trust-building measures will not work. In the final 
analysis, it is true that negotiations cannot be effective unless there is a stable 
ceasefire. Moreover, the narratives and discourses need to become less hostile. 
Efforts must be made to reduce and ideally to prevent ethnization of the conflict. 
Hate speech needs to stop. While it is extremely difficult, if not impossible to 
achieve right now, at the very least, one needs to work in that direction. 

It is altogether useless to discuss the recognition of Nagorno-Karabakh with 
Azerbaijanis or the surrender of territories with Armenians. However, it is pos-
sible to generate a narrative on preventing violence, at least towards civilians. At 
the very least, consolidated pressure by the co-chairs of the Minsk Group can 
yield some results. Strictly speaking, this is what is being done right now, not 
brilliantly, not very successfully, but it is at least something. The “relative calm” 
in 2017 was approximately on 2013 level – the death toll was much smaller than 
in previous years. If and when the level of violence goes further down, it will be 
possible to discuss the implementation of basic trust-building measures. At the 
current stage, they would not be effective. It is a long and difficult road, but the 
only alternative is war.
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P o l I t I C a l  a n a l y s I s

Thomas de Waal

deTaChmeNT 
by defaulT:  

The 
iNTerNaTioNal 

frameworK  
of The 

KarabaKh 
CoNfliCT

INTRODUCTION 

At the end of 1991, the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict changed 
from being an internal conflict 

inside the Soviet Union to being an in-
ternational dispute between the newly 
independent republics of Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. 

Since then, the overall international 
context of the Karabakh conflict has 
changed surprisingly little. On the one 
hand, there is a broad international 
consensus that the conflict needs to be 
resolved through mutual compromis-
es; yet no outside power, either singly 
or in combination with others, is suf-
ficiently strongly committed to bend-
ing the will of the conflict parties to 
make that conflict resolution happen. 
As a result, by default there is a second 
international consensus, of concerned 
detachment, in which international ac-
tors strive merely to create an enabling 
environment that will persuade the 
conflict parties to reach an agreement 
by themselves. 

In contrast to other sovereignty dis-
putes, the two principal actors in the 
dispute are now the international capi-
tals of Baku and Yerevan. Karabakh 
Armenians – much to their discontent 
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– have had only a limited role in post-
conflict diplomacy. They attended 
talks in Rome in the 1990s and signed 
the ceasefire deal of 1994 (Karabakh 
Azerbaijanis have had even less of a 
role in the process). Diplomats from 
the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE) still visit 
Stepanakert. Yet Nagorno-Karabakh 
itself, the territory at the heart of the 
dispute, and its people, have become 
more or less a blank space as far as 
most of the world is concerned.

Both Baku and Yerevan have fa-
cilitated this state of affairs. Baku’s 
isolation tactics mean that there is 
a minimal international presence in 
Karabakh – the Red Cross is the only 
major international organization with 
an office there. For its part, by not rec-
ognizing Nagorno-Karabakh’s decla-
ration of independence in December 
1991, Yerevan effectively took on itself 
the main burden of international di-
plomacy in the conflict. This situation 
became more entrenched after the 
Karabakh leader Robert Kocharyan 
became president of Armenia in 1998. 

Thus, for all intents and purposes, 
at the OSCE, UN and other interna-
tional forums, the Karabakh conflict is 
a dispute between Armenia and Azer-
baijan. This status of being chiefly an 
inter-state dispute between two inter-
national capitals distinguishes the con-
flict from other post-Soviet conflicts – 
Abkhazia, Chechnya, South Ossetia, 

Transnistria – where the territory at 
the heart of the conflict has had a seat 
at the table.   

This has helped to create a state 
of equilibrium, in which the Kara-
bakh Armenians – in contrast to Ab-
khaz, Chechens and other aspiring 
separatists (as most of the world sees 
them) – have a fully supportive inter-
national advocate. At the December 
1996 OSCE Lisbon Summit, Armenia 
openly dissented from a document af-
firming the territorial integrity of Azer-
baijan. Ever since then, international 
actors have been less forthright and 
more ambiguous on this issue than 
they have on the territorial integrity of 
Georgia, Moldova or Ukraine. There is 
an international perception that this is 
a conflict not just of two sides, but of 
two countervailing and equally power-
ful forces.

Equilibrium facilitates interna-
tional stasis. For both Baku and Yere-
van, the Karabakh conflict is the No.1 
national issue, an essential matter of 
identity and security. It is probably the 
one question which a president cannot 
decide without support from society – 
as Levon Ter-Petrosyan discovered to 
his cost in 1998, when he was forced 
out of office after giving his agreement 
to an OSCE draft peace plan. Societal 
resistance to international mediation 
is so strong that although the interna-
tional community shares a consensus 
that the conflict needs to be resolved 
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for the sake of regional stability, it is 
not willing to put excessive pressure 
on the two capitals which hold the key 
to that resolution.

This cautious approach also ap-
plies to Russia. The fact that Moscow 
has multiple interests in the region 
and is the most active international ac-
tor does not mean that it is in control. 
Rather, mediation in the Karabakh 
conflict competes with other issues 
for attention in the Kremlin, rang-
ing from Armenian Diaspora politics 
to gas deals in the Caspian Sea to the 
money that can be earned by Rus-
sian defence contractors. When asked 
about the conflict, President Vladimir 
Putin repeatedly expresses reluctance 
to get more fully involved and says that 
it is not up to Russia to “knock heads 
together.” For example, in 2010 at a 
press conference with Turkish Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Putin 
stated,

Both Russia and other participants in 
this process are ready to help, but we 
cannot take Armenia or Azerbaijan’s 
place. Russia will not take on any ad-
ditional responsibility to press the 
countries to act, only to be viewed as 
guilty of some misdeed by one or both 
of the countries later on. Our relation-
ship with Azerbaijan and Armenia 
spans centuries. We do not want to be 
seen as having pressured one side to 
accept an unfair outcome. I would like 

to stress that we can only guarantee 
any agreements that are reached.1

THE MARKETPLACE OF 
GLOBAL OPINION 
From the very beginning, the Ar me-
nian-Azerbaijani conflict has not just 
been a territorial and military contest 
but a competition for international 
support and solidarity, waged both by 
diplomats and “information warriors” 
from each side.

The battle lines in the virtual and 
diplomatic space between the two 
sides have continued to change, even 
as the Line of Contact on the ground, 
the ceasefire line fixed in May 1994, 
has barely altered. Each side appears to 
believe that it must be tireless in win-
ning this battle in even the smallest 
corners of the globe.

In the early phases of the conflict, 
the Armenian side had a clear upper 
hand in the information war. This be-
gan in the late Soviet period, when the 
Russian intelligentsia, beginning with 
Andrei Sakharov, displayed a clear 
sympathy for the Armenian position 
that Karabakh Armenians, by being 
put under the rule of Soviet Azerbai-
1 “Prime Minister Vladimir Putin and Turkish 
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan Hold 
a Joint Press Conference Following Russian-
Turkish Bilateral Talks,” Archive of the Offi-
cial Site of the 2008-2012 Prime Minister of 
the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin, June 
8, 2010. http://archive.premier.gov.ru/eng/
events/pressconferences/10922/
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jan, were the victims of an injustice, 
perpetrated by the Bolsheviks in the 
1920s.  

From the late 1980s, a steady 
stream of information, in both Russian 
and English, was published supporting 
the Armenian side of the argument. 
The Armenian Diaspora, after initial 
equivocations about whether or not to 
support the Karabakh Movement, be-
gan to lobby enthusiastically on behalf 
of their ethnic kin in Europe and the 
United States. In the early stages of the 
war, media reporting on the bombard-
ment of Karabakh Armenians elicited 
more sympathy for their plight than 
for Azerbaijanis. The first substantial 
book in English on the conflict, The 
Caucasian Knot, by three Diaspora 
Armenian authors, was published in 
1994 and gave a detailed historical ac-
count of the conflict which was highly 
favourable to the Armenian side.

Azerbaijan began to put itself on 
the international map only in the early 
2000s, when investments began to flow 
to Baku, thanks to its new west-bound 
oil pipelines. Azerbaijan made friends 
and money which allowed it to mount 
a serious international information 
campaign on the Karabakh issue for 
the first time. By the end of the dec-
ade, Baku had opened more embas-
sies around the world than Yerevan. In 
2011, Azerbaijan won a non-perma-
nent seat on the United Nations Secu-
rity Council and in 2014 it secured a 

six-month chairmanship of the Coun-
cil of Europe. Lobbying organizations, 
such as the European Azerbaijan Soci-
ety, were founded. A new generation 
of young Azerbaijani English-speakers 
defended their country’s position and 
attacked Armenians in Internet wars. 
Thus parity – or even advantage – was 
secured in the international diplomatic 
and information space.

The Armenians and Azerbaijanis 
who engage in these ferocious skir-
mishes in international space, wheth-
er it be at sessions of the OSCE or in 
the comments sections of articles on 
the conflict, apparently believe that 
there are “swing voters” in the middle 
ground of global public opinion who 
can be swayed by their arguments, 
or their lobbying. In actual fact most 
global opinion-makers either care little 
about the Karabakh conflict or are al-
ienated by the aggressive tone of both 
sides – but this does not deter them in 
waging endless verbal combat. 

It must be said that the internation-
al community also indirectly encour-
ages the diplomatic and propaganda 
warriors to continue the fight. Diplo-
mats with knowledge of the conflict 
do not articulate in public a “third 
narrative” of peaceful co-existence 
that pushes back against nationalist 
narratives. They also take an agnostic 
position on the issue at the heart of 
the conflict, the question of the final 
status of Nagorno-Karabakh. That is 
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because the world has never given a 
clear judgement on the almost irrec-
oncilable contradiction at the heart 
of the conflict, between, on the one 
hand, the Armenians’ claims of self-de-
termination and to have changed the 
facts on the ground, and on the other 
hand, Azerbaijan’s assertion of territo-
rial integrity. The fundamental idea in 
the OSCE Minsk Group’s Basic Princi-
ples framework – the only viable plan 
on the table – is to thread a thread of 
brilliant equivocation through the tiny 
sovereignty needle, by granting Na-
gorno-Karabakh “interim status” while 
a vote on final status is postponed into 
the future as far as possible. That still 
leaves a lot of space for the parties to 
the conflict to try to tilt the status issue 
in their favour. 

Both sides see opportunities in this 
situation of deliberate ambiguity on 
final status. And it is true that there 
seem to be cyclical fashions on the is-
sue of to what extent the big powers of 
the world are willing to tolerate sepa-
ratism. In 2008 the idea of “standards 
before status,” first advanced by the 
UN – the notion that an aspiration for 
independence can be granted if certain 
standards are met – was granted a cer-
tain legitimacy when the United States 
and several major European powers 
recognized Kosovo as an independent 
state, without the consent of Serbia.2 
2 UN Security Council, Standards for Ko-
sovo, December 10, 2003. https://www.

Even though those powers insisted 
that Kosovo did not set a precedent, 
their act of recognition nonetheless 
changed calculations and perceptions 
in all the sovereignty disputes in Eu-
rope. The Armenian authorities hailed 
the fact of the recognition of Kosovo, 
even as they did not recognize Kosovo 
itself – or indeed Nagorno-Karabakh. 
Serzh Sargsyan, then prime minister, 
said, “If countries recognize the inde-
pendence of Kosovo and then don’t 
recognize the independence of Na-
gorno-Karabakh, we’ll think of double 
standards.”3 

In the same fashion, in 2014 Ar-
menians cheered as Scotland voted in 
a referendum on independence from 
the United Kingdom. London, one 
commentator remarked approvingly, 
was not fighting for “Great Britain’s 
territorial integrity.”4  Unsurprisingly, 
a prominent Azerbaijani commentator 

securitycounci lreport.org/atf/cf/%7b -
6 5 B F C F 9 B - 6 D 2 7 - 4 E 9 C - 8 C D 3 - C -
F6E4FF96FF9%7d/Kos%20Standards.pdf
3 Margarita Antidze, and Hasmik Mkrtchyan, 
“Kosovo “Will Boost Karabakh Recognition 
Drive”,” Reuters, February 17, 2008. https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-kosovo-ser-
bia-armenia/kosovo-will-boost-karabakh-rec-
ognition-drive-idUSL166671420080217
4 Aram Abrahamyan, “Peaceful Referen-
dum of Independence,” Aravot, September 
10, 2014. https://www.aravot-en.am/2014/ 
09/10/166844/ 
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wrote that the cases of Karabakh and 
Scotland had “nothing in common.”5 

In 2014 however, the idea of separa-
tism was again less in vogue in Western 
capitals because of the case of Crimea, 
forcibly taken over by Russia. In the 
United Nations resolution 68/262 on 
Crimea of March 27, 2014, reaffirming 
the territorial integrity of Ukraine and 
declaring the referendum in Crimea 
to be illegal, Armenia was one of only 
ten countries which supported Rus-
sia. Azerbaijan enthusiastically backed 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity and used 
a statement to condemn “extremism, 
radicalism and separatism in all their 
forms.”6 

Crimea is indeed an uncomfortable 
case for the Armenian side. Despite 
the many differences, Crimea and 
Nagorno-Karabakh are twins in their 
Soviet-era status. In Soviet times they 
were both autonomous regions inside 
one Union Republic, Ukraine and 
Azerbaijan, whose majority popula-
tion had a strong allegiance to another 
Union Republic – Russia and Arme-
nia respectively. For that reason and 
because of Armenia’s strong alliance 
with Russia, Yerevan supported Rus-
5 Vugar Seidov, “Scottish Independence and 
the Nagorno-Karabakh Separatism: Nothing 
in Common,” Azerbaijan in the World, Decem-
ber 25, 2012.
6 Sabina Ahmadova, “Azerbaijan Condemns 
all Forms of Extremism, Radicalism and Sep-
aratism,” Trend, March 28, 2014. https://
en.trend.az/azerbaijan/politics/2256798.html

sia in the UN resolution, even though 
that caused diplomatic damage with 
Ukraine and Western countries. 

For its part, Azerbaijan evidently 
sensed that the Crimea crisis signalled 
another “change in the weather.” Since 
2014 Azerbaijani officials have insist-
ed that firm Western declarations of 
support for the territorial integrity of 
Georgia and Ukraine must also be ap-
plied to Azerbaijan – and that not to do 
so is a case of “double standards.”7 This 
issue was at the top of the agenda for 
Azerbaijan at the latest Eastern Part-
nership Summit in Brussels in Novem-
ber 2017. In the final declaration the 
EU expressed its “support to the terri-
torial integrity, independence and sov-
ereignty of all its partners” but did not 
mention the Karabakh conflict at all.8  

In this pull-and-push dynamic over 
the status issue, the voice of the media-
tors – their calls for compromise and 
their concept of postponing the issue 
so as to work on other more achievable 
issues – is mostly silent. The end result 
of this is that the ambiguous interna-
tional environment informs Arme-
nians and Azerbaijanis that there is a 
“global marketplace” in which they can 
7 “Azerbaijan against West’s Double Standards 
on Karabakh Conflict - Top Official,” Trend, 
February 12, 2015. https://en.trend.az/azer-
baijan/karabakh/2363446.html 
8 General Secretariat of the Council of the Eu-
ropean Union, Joint Declaration of the Eastern 
Partnership Summit, 14821/17 COEST 324, 
Brussels, November 24, 2017. 
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bargain with the international com-
munity over competing versions of the 
final status of Nagorno-Karabakh.   

THREE BIG NEIGHBOURS, 
POWERFUL BUT 
CONSTRAINED
The three big powers, Russia, Iran and 
Turkey, which have an interest in the 
resolution of the Karabakh conflict, 
have differences in their vision for the 
preferred outcome, but all share fea-
tures in common. All three are neigh-
bours; all are former imperial powers 
in the region; for all of them the Kara-
bakh conflict has a bearing on domes-
tic policy as well as foreign relations. 

The policies of Moscow in the con-
flict – both as the “centre” in the final 
days of the Soviet Union, then as chief 
mediator and external actor post-1991 
– deserve a whole article in itself. Suf-
fice it to say that, in contrast to the oth-
er post-Soviet conflicts, Moscow has 
never “pulled the strings” of the Kara-
bakh conflict. It has always struggled to 
find a resolution for it and employed 
a variety of instruments, ranging from 
economic investment to military pres-
sure, to exert its influence – generally 
without success. 

One thing has not changed since 
1988, when Moscow first pulled off 
the feat of being blamed by both sides 
for its role in the conflict – by Azerbai-
janis for not having forcibly repressed 
the Karabakh Armenian movement, 

and by Armenians for not having met 
their demands and transferred Kara-
bakh to the jurisdiction of Soviet Ar-
menia. Twenty-eight years later, in the 
“four-day war” of April 2016, both 
sides were still resentful and suspicious 
of Moscow’s intentions towards them. 

As early as 1988, it was impossible 
to talk about a single policy in Mos-
cow towards the issue. Mikhail Gor-
bachev’s principal liberal adviser was 
more sympathetic to the Armenians, 
his conservative right-hand man Yegor 
Ligachev strongly supported the Azer-
baijani position. That dysfunctional at-
titude continued, as different actors in 
Moscow backed first one side, then the 
other. In 1990-91, the conflict became 
caught up in the Gorbachev-Yeltsin 
power struggle. The central Soviet au-
thorities supported Baku and Azerbai-
jani leader Ayaz Mutalibov and author-
ized the punitive “passport-checking” 
exercises known as Operation Ring. 
At the same time, deputies in the new 
Russian Supreme Soviet held out a 
hand of friendship to the Armenians, 
who during that period were rebels 
against Soviet power on a par with the 
Baltic States. 

The contradictions deepened fur-
ther after the end of the Soviet Union 
and reached their zenith in the summer 
of 1992 when Russian soldiers – acting 
in at least a semi-freelance capacity – 
fought on opposite sides of the same 
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battle in the northern part of Nagorno-
Karabakh. 

The overall impact is that Moscow 
is regarded as both indispensable and 
untrustworthy by both sides in the 
conflict. Sharing this attitude, on one 
occasion Armenians and Azerbaijanis 
covertly worked together and blocked 
Moscow’s plans to send a peacekeep-
ing force to the region after the 1994 
ceasefire.

Under the Putin presidency, we 
see the fruit of this dynamic in what 
I have described elsewhere as a “Pro-
ject Minimum.”9 This is a conservative 
policy towards the conflict which still 
seeks its resolution, but which comes 
second to a more important agenda in 
Moscow: maintaining good relations 
with both Baku and Yerevan. In this 
way, lobbyists, business interests and 
defence contractors can be kept happy, 
while Russia’s mediators occasionally 
probe for openings that might lead to a 
resolution of the conflict in a way that 
preserves Russian influence.

Iran and Turkey, not being formal 
mediators of the conflict, are, if any-
thing, even more subservient to this 
dynamic of the “tail wagging the dog.” 
Iran has a very large ethnic Azerbaijani 
population and a smaller Armenian 
one. It acts very carefully so as not to 

9 Thomas de Waal, “The Karabakh Conflict as 
‘Project Minimum’,” Carnegie Moscow Cen-
ter, February 20, 2018. http://carnegie.ru/
commentary/75584 

upset either side and import the con-
flict onto Iranian soil. Iran’s only at-
tempt at mediation, in May 1992, 
ended in disaster, coinciding with the 
Armenian capture of the town of Shu-
sha. Since then it has been shut out of 
diplomatic initiatives to mediate the 
conflict, even though, as the one out-
side country which borders the conflict 
zone, it has a strong stake in the issue.

Turkey of course supports one side 
in the conflict, Azerbaijan, and has 
no diplomatic relations and a closed 
land border with the other, Armenia. 
The remarkable feature of the Turkey-
Azerbaijan relationship is that the 
smaller partner, Azerbaijan, is the de-
mandeur. Turkey has a real interest in 
seeing the Karabakh conflict resolved, 
something which would give it new ac-
cess to the South Caucasus and open 
up new communication routes to Cen-
tral Asia and beyond. Above all, Turk-
ish officials say, this would be the key 
to opening bilateral relations with Ar-
menia. Yet, effective lobbying efforts 
by Azerbaijani politicians and appeals 
for solidarity were the chief reason 
why the Turkish government pulled 
back from the 2009 rapprochement 
process between Ankara and Yerevan. 

In sum, big power status and geo-
graphical proximity do not translate 
into effective influence over the Kara-
bakh conflict, as none of the three pow-
erful neighbours judges it to be in its in-
terests to use its leverage with one side 
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or the other to seek resolution of the 
dispute. Shorter-term bilateral relations 
and domestic considerations trump the 
long-term strategic imperative.

THE OSCE – OVER-STRETCHED 
AND UNDER-FUNDED 
In 1992, almost by chance, Europe’s 
newly-invigorated multi-lateral se cu-
rity organization, the Conference for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
the CSCE, decided to engage with the 
Karabakh conflict.  At a CSCE meeting 
in March 1992, the representative from 
newly-independent Belarus offered to 
host a conference in Minsk to resolve 
the conflict. The idea of a “Minsk Con-
ference” was born – even though no 
such meeting has ever been held.

In December 1994, the CSCE 
turned into the OSCE at its summit in 
Budapest. Simultaneously it formalized 
the setting up of what has been called 
a “three-legged stool” to deal with the 
conflict. This consists of: the co-chairs 
of the “Minsk Group,” international 
mediators who work on a political so-
lution; the personal representative of 
the chairman-in-office who heads the 
ceasefire-monitoring mission, which 
for an unprecedented 21 years has 
been the veteran of the OSCE process, 
Amb. Andrzej Kasprzyk; and the Vien-
na-based High-Level Planning Group, 
which is mandated to work on design-
ing a peacekeeping force. 

The first leg of the stool, the Minsk 

Group and its three co-chair mediators, 
is by far the most visible. Its role is most 
closely discussed and criticized. The 
Minsk Group co-chairs have become 
by default the keepers of the interna-
tional gateway to the Karabakh conflict.  
Blaming them for their failure to resolve 
the conflict is close to being a national 
sport in Azerbaijan and Turkey, as well 
as in some parts of Armenia and some 
Western analytical circles. I do not pro-
pose to revisit these arguments here. 
Suffice it to say, that mediators can only 
mediate within the limits of the possi-
ble and that in a conflict as intractable 
as the Karabakh one, the mediators 
have little room for manoeuvre and 
few arguments as to why their higher-
ups should take a more urgent interest 
in the dispute than in, for example, the 
world’s other “NK,” North Korea. To 
put it more simply, it is the job of the 
mediators to provide a form and frame-
work and it is up to the parties to fill the 
negotiations with real content.

This would be true if the conflict 
were mediated by the UN, EU or CIS. 
The particular nature of the OSCE adds 
some complications of its own. The 
unfortunate truth about the OSCE is 
that the organization failed to develop 
into the pan-European security organi-
zation that many in the 1990s hoped it 
would become – and which the con-
tinent still badly needs. It thus suffers 
from two weaknesses that preclude 
it from exerting a stronger grip here: 
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it is under-funded and its consensus-
based structure prevents it from taking 
a more proactive position on the con-
flict, as one side or the other has block-
ing powers. The OSCE Secretariat, 
the executive office at the heart of the 
organization, has much less authority 
than its counterpart at the United Na-
tions. The organization’s budget is just 
three percent of that of the UN.

The result is that each of the OSCE’s 
57 nations effectively has a veto, in-
cluding Armenia and Azerbaijan (even 
though they paid just 45,000 Euros 
each into the OSCE budget in 2016, 
a smaller contribution than that of the 
Vatican).10 Both Baku and Yerevan 
have learned that the budget for the 
ceasefire-monitoring mission can be 
vetoed, a visit by the High Level Plan-
ning Group (HLPG) blocked. Most 
egregiously, Azerbaijan used its block-
ing power to enforce the closure of 
the OSCE office in Yerevan in August 
2017 on highly debatable grounds. 

The most serious effect of this phe-
nomenon is that no serious planning 
has been done for a peacekeeping force 
for Nagorno-Karabakh. “The third leg 
of the stool” – the HLPG – has not 
been allowed to function properly 
since the mid-1990s, while the OSCE 
has not developed a peacekeeping ca-
pacity as was anticipated in 1994. That 
means that there is a big hole in the 

10 OSCE, Annual Report 2016, April 10, 2017.

Karabakh negotiating process when it 
comes to security provisions, one that 
the OSCE cannot fill, and other more 
powerful actors, such as the UN and 
the EU, have not been asked to address. 
Elsewhere I have described working 
on the political side of the process 
without addressing the security side 
as “building a house without a floor.”11 
Achieving a peace-deal requires inter-
national security guarantees which 
are simply not being discussed. That 
is even more true in 2018 than before, 
as the Line of Contact gets ever more 
militarized.

GLOBAL GAPS AND ABSENT 
ACTORS
In April 2016, a moment of real crisis 
and tragedy in the Karabakh conflict, 
the big powers of the world briefly 
showed that they were capable of act-
ing together and demanding progress 
in the faltering Karabakh conflict reso-
lution process. The U.S. Secretary of 
State, John Kerry, and Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov were joined by 
the EU High Representative Federica 
Mogherini in meeting the conflict par-
ties in Vienna. 

However, within a few months, 
stalling and equivocation by both Ar-
11 Thomas de Waal, “Prisoners of the Cau-
casus: Resolving the Karabakh Security Di-
lemma,” Carnegie Europe, June 16, 2016. 
http://carnegieeurope.eu/2016/06/16/pris-
oners-of-caucasus-resolving-karabakh-securi-
ty-dilemma-pub-63825
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menians and Azerbaijanis meant that 
the process reverted to a status quo 
and an international agenda of mini-
mal diplomacy, mostly defined by 
Baku and Yerevan, and to a lesser ex-
tent by Moscow.

In an old Irish joke, a driver on a re-
mote country road in the West of Ire-
land stops a local farmer and asks him 
how to get from here to Dublin. The 
farmer looks doubtful and replies, “If I 
were you, I wouldn’t start from here.” 
The current less than favourable in-
ternational environment around the 
South Caucasus is unfortunately the 
only one there is. But you have to start 
driving anyway.  

If one were to start again and re-
design a more enabling and dynamic 
international framework so as to pro-
mote a peace agreement for the Kara-
bakh conflict, it would look very differ-
ent from the current one.  

The most striking flaw in the pro-
cess for anyone familiar with other 
peace processes is that there is no di-
rect channel or bilateral negotiating 
framework between the parties to the 
conflict. They only talk directly when 
invited to do so by the mediators. It 
is a good year when the presidents 
talk once face to face. This is a recipe 
for conflict management, not conflict 
resolution. 

A different international format 
would also include actors who have 
a direct interest in resolution of the 

conflict but who for various reasons 
were not ready or available to do so in 
the 1990s. Iran has already been men-
tioned. Georgia, a close neighbour of 
both Armenia and Azerbaijan, which 
would stand to lose more than any 
other third country if conflict were to 
restart is another example. A third case 
is the European Union, which is now a 
strong presence in the South Caucasus 
in a way it was not 25 years ago. 

Again, this is not a prescription 
to change the format of the OSCE 
Minsk Group. It has the strong benefit 
of being inclusive and preventing the 
conflict from becoming a geopoliti-
cal battleground between Russia and 
the West. Re-formatting the process 
would be costly and of questionable 
purpose. At the very least the current 
format both keeps Russia at the table 
and gives two other big powers, France 
and the United States, a de facto brake 
on Russian unilateral initiatives (when 
Moscow is in a more assertive mood) 
and an opportunity to share the bur-
den (when it is in more cooperative 
mode). What would be more helpful 
would be a more inclusive interna-
tional context in which outside actors 
would be encouraged to offer exper-
tise, funding and diplomatic levers to 
help solve the conflict. Yet for that to 
happen, there needs to be a fundamen-
tal strategic rethink on the part of the 
conflict parties on the ground to move 
away from the status quo.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper sets the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict in the com-
parative context of civil conflict 

in what we used to call the former So-
viet Union. My focus is the countries in 
the EU’s Eastern Partnership: Azerbai-
jan with respect to Nagorno-Karabakh; 
Georgia con cerning the conflicts in 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia; Moldova 
– Transnistria; and Ukraine – Crimea 
and eastern Uk raine.1 The analysis of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict is brief, 
because it is already well covered in the 
conference. The discussion of Geor-
gia’s conflicts is more substantial, while 
mention of Moldova and Ukraine is 
brief and in tended to see whether the 
con clu sions emerging from Karabakh 
and Georgia resonate in other loci of 
conflict. 

I shall address two issues: origin 
(why did these conflicts occur?) and 
protraction (why are they so difficult to 
resolve?). The approach is analytical, 
rather than descriptive; the history of 
these conflicts has been written many 
times. All these conflicts have ended 
up in more or less the same place: pro-
tracted conflict that varies in intensity 

1 The names and spellings of these territories 
are a subject of some controversy. I have cho-
sen according to the usual usage in the Eng-
lish-language literature on these cases. That is 
simply a convenience rather than a statement 
of political preference.
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across time.2 None has been resolved. 
How do we explain this? What do they 
have in common and what sets them 
apart from one another? 

Lev Tolstoy began Anna Karenina 
by declaring that “All happy families 
are alike; each unhappy family is un-
happy in its own way.” From a social 
scientific perspective, that is an odd 
statement. One would expect variation 
within each category; why should all 
happy families be alike and each un-
happy family be different? Presumably, 
cases in each category have their own 
specificities, as well as evincing general 
patterns.  The conflicts I’ll be talking 
about are analogous to the “unhappy 
family.” Each conflict has its specific 
elements; they are all different. But, as 
a group, they have common qualities 
that allow us to explore the possibility 
of meaningful comparison. 

Several general causal interpreta-
tions of post-Soviet conflict come to 
mind: 

2 I note that the largest conflict coming out of 
the collapse of the USSR – the civil war in Ta-
jikistan (1991-1997) was resolved through the 
mediation of Russia and Iran, and producing 
a seemingly stable, though deeply corrupt, au-
thoritarian solution. This paper does not deal 
with that conflict. The other major conflict 
was within Russia – Chechnya. Russian gov-
ernment control appears to have been restored 
over the territory by force, but that remains an 
open question. 

• the conflicts are rooted in long stan-
ding intercommunal ani mo sity,3 
grounded in historical memory and 
legacy,4 including the Soviet legacy 
of autonomy, but also in the experi-
ence of recent conflict and collec-
tive trauma; 

• the origins and the protraction of 
conflict are produced by the effort 
of competing political elites to ma-
nipulate identity and memory in 
their quest to gain and to maintain 
political power; 

• state weakness5 and economic col-
lapse,6 in the first instance the weak-
ening of institutional rest raints, 
and, in the second, des peration.

• the conflicts were provoked and are 
sustained by Russia;7

3 Robert Caplan, Balkan Ghosts: A Journey 
through History (New York: St. Martin’s, 2005).
4 Ronald Grigor Suny, The Revenge of the Past: 
Nationalism, Revolution, and the Collapse of the 
Soviet Union (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 1993). 
5 John Gledhill, “When State Capacity Dis-
solves: Explaining Variation in Violent Con-
flict and Conflict Moderation,” European Jour-
nal of International Security, 2:2 (2017).
6 Here I note Barry Posen’s 1993 application 
of the realist notion of “security dilemma” to 
substate politics in “The Security Dilemma and 
Ethnic Conflict,” Survival 35:1 (Spring 1993), 
27-47. 
7 This version is common in most of the coun-
tries that have experienced civil conflict within 
their borders, as is the scepticism about the 
level of commitment on the part of other ex-
ternal state and multilateral actors.
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• their initiation and protraction re-
flect insufficient engagement by the 
“international community.” 

There are other, more exotic, vari-
ants, for example in the greed and 
grievance literature, which suggests 
that people (notably elites) draw per-
sonal gain from the initiation and pro-
longation of civil conflict, since the 
weakness or absence of state regula-
tion and control in affected regions 
creates opportunities for individuals 
and groups to harvest rents.8 

These possibilities and others can 
be lumped together into two groups, 
systemic (international and regional), 
and domestic. The systemic level in-
cludes intervention, and also the gen-
eral structure of international engage-
ment with the conflict. The domestic 
level covers the “state of the state” and 
regime politics, but also the historical 
and socio-economic background un-
derlying the conflict. Another cross-
cutting way to group explanations 
would be material (the competition 
for power and territory) versus idea-
tional/identity factors, notably “con-
structed” historical memory and na-
tionalism. 

8 See for example, Paul Collier, “Doing Well 
out of War: An Economic Perspective,” in 
Berdal and Malone, Greed and Grievance 
(Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2000), and Da-
vid Keen, “Greed and Grievance in Civil War,” 
International Affairs 88:4 (2012). 

These dichotomies are not mutu-
ally exclusive. For example, the phe-
nomenon we are examining could be 
a product of international and domes-
tic, and material and ideational factors, 
each necessary but none sufficient. 
Moreover these levels may not be inde-
pendent one from another – systemic 
pressure, for example, may affect do-
mestic political and identity processes9 
and vice versa.10 If the two levels are co-
determinant, then they should not be 
treated as independent or alternative. 

Likewise, it is intuitively obvious 
that materiality may affect identity11 
and that identity might affect materiali-
ty.12 Posen’s argument13 is in part about 
the decay of state protection (material) 
as a trigger for the activation of ethnic 

9 For contrasting perspectives, see Robert 
Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: 
The Logic of Two-Level Games,” Internation-
al Organization 42:3 (Summer 1988); Peter 
Gourevitch, “Second Image Reversed: The In-
ternational Sources of Domestic Politics,” In-
ternational Organization 32:4 (Autumn 1978).
10 Michael Doyle, “Kant, Liberal Legacies, 
and Foreign Affairs,” Philosophy and Public Af-
fairs 12:3 (Summer 1983).
11 For example, Fernand Braudel’s commen-
tary on mountain peoples in The Mediterra-
nean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 
Philip II (Berkeley, CA: 1995), 25-52.
12 For example, the relationship between 
protestantism, industrialism, and capitalism 
claimed by Max Weber, in The Protestant Ethic 
and the ‘Spirit’ of Capitalism (London: Pen-
guin, 1978, translated from the original Ger-
man work completed in 1905).
13 Posen 1993. 
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exclusivity (constructed). On another 
trajectory, constructed memory and 
identity might influence home state 
engagement in the affairs of a contigu-
ous neighbour that hosts a minority 
that has ethnic affinity with the home 
state.14

The task I have been given is not 
one of theory-building or of theory 
testing. It is problem-driven, bottom-
up. For reasons alluded to above, this 
task does not lend itself to parsimony 
and requires “analytical eclecticism.”15 
All these conflicts resulted from mul-
tiple (often interdependent) causes; it 
would be very difficult to identify one 
as determinant. A more appropriate 
construct is that of critical juncture, 
the coming together of a multiplicity 
of mutually reinforcing factors, some 
domestic, some systemic, some mate-
rial, some ideational, to produce and 
sustain violent conflict.  

THE ORIGINS OF CONFLICT
Why did these conflicts begin? Turn-
ing first to Nagorno-Karabakh, the 
14 For a broader discussion, see Rogers Bru-
baker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood 
and the National Question in the New Europe, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996). For a more policy and legal treatment 
of the phenomenon, see OSCE HCNM, The 
Bolzano/Bozen Recommendations on Nation-
al Minorities in Inter-State Relations (OSCE 
HCNM/The Hague, 2008). 
15 Rudra Sil, and Peter Katzenstein, Beyond 
Paradigms: Analytical Eclecticism in World Poli-
tics (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).

roots of conflict go back a long way. 
The region has been contested ac-
tively or passively since the collapse 
of imperial rule in the region in 1917, 
and the foundation of the Republics 
of Armenia and Azerbaijan in 1918. 
The trauma experienced by Armeni-
ans in Anatolia in actions committed 
by Ottoman authorities during World 
War I, the post-imperial massacres of 
Armenians and Azeris in Baku, and 
the contestation of Karabakh itself be-
tween the new republics of Armenia 
and Azerbaijan left enduring historical 
memories on both sides. When Soviet 
authorities suppressed the newly inde-
pendent Caucasian republics (1920-
21), they allocated Nagorno-Karabakh 
to Azerbaijan, but with autonomous 
status. This assignment of Nagorno-
Karabakh to Azerbaijan was not ac-
cepted by Armenians either within Na-
gorno-Karabakh or in Armenia itself.16

Towards the end of the Soviet pe-
riod, the Soviet capacity (and will) to 
sustain the imposed peace declined. 
Given that the issues surrounding 
Nagorno-Karabakh had never been 
resolved and that there had never 
been any reconciliation of Armenian 
16 This echoes a comment made by a Baltic 
participant at a seminar on ethnic conflict in 
the early 1990’s: the question of why such con-
flicts erupted at that time was simple. They 
had been present before Soviet power was im-
posed, and were suppressed during the Soviet 
period. When Soviet power collapsed, they re-
emerged.



27A  Comparative Analysis of Protracted Conflict  in the  Former  Soviet  Union

and Azerbaijani expectations, the 
weakening of the centre permitted 
the re-emergence of the conflict. The 
local authorities in the region were 
no longer confident of the protection 
provided by Moscow; the two union 
republics were no longer convinced of 
the centre’s deterrent role. The Azer-
baijani leadership doubted the central 
Soviet government’s commitment to 
their territorial integrity. Armenians 
in the Nagorno-Karabakh region were 
unhappy with the Soviet unwilling-
ness to contemplate their transfer to 
Armenia. The communist leaderships 
on both sides had to cope with increas-
ingly sceptical and nationalistic move-
ments within their populations.

In other words, at the end of the 
1980s, the region’s leaderships faced a 
situation where a territorially compact 
minority population in an autono-
mous area of Azerbaijan was contest-
ing its allocation to the host country. 
Much of the majority population of 
Azerbaijan considered that minority 
to be interlopers occupying histori-
cally significant Azeri territory. The 
territory in question was central to the 
national myths of both Armenia and 
Azerbaijan.  The minority’s kin state 
(Armenia) was faced with a national 
movement (the Karabakh Movement) 
that argued that the enclave was his-
torically Armenian, under occupation 
by “Turks.” These competing perspec-
tives fed on each other. There was no 

credible external constraint impeding 
the resumption of violence, and no 
obvious solution around which a com-
promise could merge. 

At the beginning of 1988, Alek-
sandr Yakovlev, a key political adviser 
of Gorbachev, wrote to the latter in the 
following manner:

Some mathematics problems have no 
solution. Mathematics has methods 
for proving that a problem is unsolv-
able. Karabakh is such a problem. 
There is no optimal solution. Any con-
ceivable solution will be unacceptable 
to one of the two sides.17

The conflict resumed in February 
1988, a month after Yakovlev wrote his 
letter. Ignoring Yakovlev’s advice, the 
Soviet government intervened in the 
early stages through Operation Ring, 
a forceful police operation around the 
edges of Karabakh to disarm Armeni-
an militias active in the region and in 
the neighbouring Shahumyan District. 
The latter resulted in the flight of that 
district’s Armenian population. The 
rationale for this operation remains 
unclear, but its effect was to create a 
legacy of “ethnic cleansing.”

Both sides (Armenians and Azer-
baijanis) were affected by state col-
lapse in the 1990s. Armenia’s economy 
was cut off at the knees when Azerbai-
jan embargoed the country, including 
17 As cited in Masha Gessen, The Future Is 
History: How Totalitarianism Reclaimed Russia 
(London: Granta, 2017), 81. 
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the supply of energy. In 1993, Turkey 
did likewise, shutting down movement 
and trade. Armenia’s GDP shrank by 
50%, Azerbaijan’s, in the same period, 
fell from 8.8 to 3 billion dollars.18 

At a deeper level, the manner of 
collapse may have been conditioned 
by political culture. In democratic 
theory, much is made of the habit of 
compromise within democratic sys-
tems: the acceptance that conflicts 
within the system should be and will 
be resolved through dialogue, persua-
sion, and constitutionally constrained 
competition for power rather than 
through violence. This form of conflict 
management was weak in the Soviet 
era. Decisions originated in central 
political institutions controlled by a 
single party and then passed down for 
implementation at lower levels. Most 
people had little meaningful experi-
ence of participation in consultative 
democratic decision-making. The col-
lapse of the central authoritarian sys-
tem left society at sea, in the absence 
of structures and habits that fostered 
peaceful dispute resolution. 

OSCE (then CSCE) efforts to me-
diate a solution to the conflict under 
the auspices of the Minsk Group were 
unproductive, since the group was not 

18 The World Bank, Armenia Data. https://
data.worldbank .org/countr y/armenia? 
view=chart.  The World Bank, Azerbaijan 
Data. https://data.worldbank.org/country/
azerbaijan?view=chart. 

cohesive and lacked the means to im-
pose a solution, while the parties to 
the conflict were not ready to accept 
the cessation of conflict. In May 1994, 
when the lines of the conflict had sta-
bilised, Russian mediation produced 
a ceasefire.  Attention then turned to 
conflict resolution, spearheaded by 
the Minsk Group.19 Thirty years after 
the beginning of active violence, Ya-
kovlev’s remark seems eerily prescient. 
Step by step approaches, comprehen-
sive settlement packages, the promise 
of international guarantees and/or 
peacekeeping forces, the proposal to 
postpone final determination of the 
status of the region, have all failed to 
produce a resolution of the conflict. 
These themes will be taken up in the 
next section.

To sum up, several contributing fac-
tors come to mind in addressing why 
this conflict broke out. There was no 
consensus on who “rightfully” owned 
the region in question. A second is the 
underlying identity conflict briefly 
discussed above, and the historical 
legacy of intercommunal conflict. A 
third is that Nagorno-Karabakh was 
granted territorial autonomy as part of 
the award of the region to Azerbaijan. 
Local elites congregated within and 
around the institutions of autonomy, 

19 The Minsk Group was established by the 
CSCE (now OSCE) to organise a conference 
in Minsk, the purpose of which was to deliver 
a peaceful resolution of the Karabakh dispute.  
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and developed a political and eco-
nomic interest in the continuation of 
autonomy. That autonomy was threat-
ened by re-emergent nationalism in 
Azerbaijan and Armenia.20

A fourth was the deterrent and en-
forcement power of the Soviet centre, 
which degraded fatally in the 1980s. 
A fifth was ideational: nationalism 
did not disappear when the Soviets 
established their rule in the Caucasus 
in 1920-22. Instead it retreated into so-
ciety, culture, and family networks. As 
Soviet ideology gradually unravelled 
in the late 1980s, the logical ideational 
alternative was nationalism of the eth-
nic variety. Sixth, a neighbouring kin 
state – Armenia – intervened on behalf 
of their co-ethnics in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. That intervention was decisive 
in preventing Azerbaijani victory. The 
final factor to mention was the com-
parative indifference of international 
actors involved in mediation with a 
view to resolution and reconciliation, 
which persists to this day (see below).

THE COMPARATIVE CONTExT
My own case study expertise lies in 
Georgia: the conflicts in South Osse-
tia and in Abkhazia. These discussions 

20 For a comparative treatment of the role of 
autonomy status as a factor contributing to 
conflict, see Svante Cornell, “Autonomy as a 
Source of Conflict: the Caucasian Conflicts in 
Theoretical Perspective,” World Politics 54:2 
(2002), 245-276.

will be more extensive. They will also 
extend into the post-ceasefire period. 
This will lead reasonably smoothly to 
the more general discussion of pro-
traction. 

South Ossetia
The conflict began at the end of the 
1980s and lasted until 1992. It origi-
nated in a dispute over autonomy, 
aggravated by the Osset leadership’s 
advocacy of reunification with their 
co-ethnics on the northern side of the 
Caucasus range and within the Russian 
Soviet Federated Socialist Republic. 

These demands occurred in the 
context of the resurgence of Geor-
gian ethnic nationalism in the late 
1980s, aggravated by Soviet use of 
armed force against peaceful protes-
tors in front of Georgia’s Parliament 
in April 1989. The incident in which 
many died or were injured, not last by 
the use of chemical agents, effectively 
ended prospects for Georgia staying 
in the USSR. A year later, Georgians 
elected a new government led by Zvi-
ad Gamsakhurdia, committed to exit 
from the USSR and to the creation of a 
“Georgian” Georgia. This included the 
trope to the effect that Ossets had no 
real place in Georgia, since they were 
allegedly guests who came in the 18th 
century. 

Also in play were significant so-
cially constructed historical memories 
of conflict during the first Georgian 
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Republic (1918-1921). Ethnic Geor-
gians remember alleged Osset collabo-
ration with the Bolsheviks to destroy 
Georgia. Ossets remember the violent 
suppressions that occurred in their re-
gion in the context of land reform and 
also the Georgian government’s effort 
to secure control over its sovereign 
territory. 

A ceasefire ensued in June 1992, 
mediated by Boris Yeltsin. It provided 
for a mixed peacekeeping force com-
posed of Russians, Ossets, and local 
Georgians. Russia’s role in this force 
re-established a Russian military pres-
ence in the region that remains to this 
day. The CSCE took on observation 
responsibilities in South Ossetia (not 
least as a result of the presence of Geor-
gians in several villages throughout the 
region), and along the line of contact 
between Osset-controlled territory 
and government-controlled territory. 
The ceasefire was reasonably stable 
until 2004 when the Georgian govern-
ment attempted to establish customs 
control over South Ossetia, incurring 
substantial casualties, and ultimately 
abandoning that project. 

The Georgian challenge to the sta-
tus quo in South Ossetia initiated a 
gradual deterioration in Russia’s rela-
tions with Georgia. That deterioration 
accelerated as the Saakashvili govern-
ment adopted an increasingly mili-
tant pro-Western orientation at a time 
when Russia’s relations with Georgia 

were decaying. In 2006, after the ar-
rest of a number of Russian citizens 
for espionage, the Russian Federation 
embargoed Georgian exports and be-
gan a process of passportization in 
the breakaway territories. They also 
embarked on a series of military ex-
ercises along Georgia’s northern bor-
der. Between 2006 and 2008, Russian 
forces engaged in numerous probes of 
Georgia, notably the air and artillery 
attacks on Kodori, but also air incur-
sions into Kartli. In the 2008 exercise, 
the units involved did not disperse, but 
remained in the vicinity of the border. 
Simultaneously, there were increasing 
numbers of Ossetian attacks on Geor-
gian settlements in South Ossetia. The 
Georgian government alleged that the 
Russians deployed forces into South 
Ossetia in violation of the 1992 cease-
fire agreement.

The Georgian government decided 
to resolve the South Ossetia question 
by force.21 In August 2008, they at-

21 Responsibility for the outbreak of war is a 
controversial matter. Most would agree that 
it was the Georgian attack on Tskhinvali that 
began the war, but Georgia’s attack was pre-
ceded by the escalation of incidents between 
Osset-controlled territory and Georgian vil-
lages in the vicinity. Russia also reinforced its 
troop contingent in Abkhazia a few months 
earlier. The frequency of Russian incursion 
into Georgian airspace increased during the 
summer, and Russian forces involved in the 
annual Kavkaz military exercise in the North 
Caucasus did not disperse as they had usually 
done after the exercise was concluded.
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tacked across the line into secessionist-
controlled territory, focusing on Tskh-
invali. The Russians were ready. The 
Georgian military was driven out of 
South Ossetia, along with ethnic Geor-
gians who had remained in the region 
after the 1990s war. Taking advantage 
of the consequent disintegration of 
Georgia’s armed forces, the Russians 
then moved south and southeast of 
Tskhinvali, cutting Georgia’s central 
east-west artery and advancing within 
artillery range of Tbilisi. The Russian 
invasion can be linked more or less 
clearly to the April 2008 decision of 
the NATO to offer future membership 
to Georgia and Ukraine.

Once the South Ossetian war had 
begun, reinforced Russian units broke 
out of Abkhazia into government-con-
trolled territory in Mingrelia, seizing 
the port of Poti, thereby securing con-
trol over the major shipping point for 
Georgian imports and exports. 

The mediation of Nicolas Sarkozy, 
then president of the European Coun-
cil, produced a ceasefire, and the 
withdrawal of Russian forces back 
into Abkhazia and South Ossetia. It 
also provided for a monitoring force 
along the lines of contact. At the end 
of August, the Russian Federation 
recognised the independence of the 
two territories, established diplomatic 
relations with both, and followed by 
an ambitious series of bilateral agree-
ments on military and security coop-

eration, trade, and economic assis-
tance. By Georgian account, they have 
gradually pushed the administrative 
boundary line between Georgian and 
Osset-controlled territory southwards 
since the ceasefire. 

Abkhazia
In the case of Abkhazia, historical 
grievances date back at least to the 
mid-19th century, in view of the mass 
displacement at that time to the Ot-
toman Empire as part of Russia’s war 
with the Circassians. In the early So-
viet era, Abkhazia was absorbed and 
granted the status of a union republic 
of the USSR, but somewhat ambigu-
ously linked by treaty to the Georgian 
SSR. In the 1930s Stalin removed the 
ambiguity by eliminating Abkhazia’s 
Union Republic status and reunify-
ing Abkhazia with Georgia. Abkha-
zia formally retained autonomy within 
Georgia, but with very close central 
supervision. The mass settlement of 
Mingrelian Georgians in vacated ter-
ritories of Abkhazia in the Stalin era 
generated grievance owing to the shift 
in the demographic balance against 
the autochthonous Abkhaz popula-
tion. As Gorbachev settled in, as with 
Nagorno-Karabakh and South Osse-
tia, Abkhazian opinion leaders sought 
dissociation from Georgia.

With the collapse of the USSR and 
the removal of Soviet federal security 
guarantees for minority autonomies, 
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Abkhaz elites again moved towards 
the exit. Their preference for the So-
viet status quo was evident in the 1991 
USSR referendum on reform of the 
federal structure. Abkhazia participat-
ed with a substantial majority favour-
ing staying in the Soviet Union. The 
rest of Georgia did not participate in 
the referendum, because the elected 
government was moving towards a 
declaration of independence. 

Matters deteriorated further with 
the eruption of the Zviadist rebellion 
in Mingrelia in 1992, when the rebels 
used the south-eastern part of Abk-
hazia to hide Georgian government 
officials they had kidnapped. From 
interviews around that time, I gather 
that the catalyst of war was a Georgian 
incursion into the Gali region in Abk-
hazia to deal with Zviadist rebels. This 
action was reportedly agreed with the 
Abkhaz authorities. However, since 
there was no Abkhaz resistance, the 
Defence Minister, Tengiz Kitovani, de-
cided to move farther into Abkhazia, 
attacking Sukhum(i), burning the Ab-
khaz parliament building and pursuing 
Abkhaz irregulars northwards towards 
the border with Russia. The Georgian 
advance resulted in a large number of 
atrocities against the Abkhaz popu-
lation. 

Abkhaz forces regrouped under the 
protection of legacy Russian forces in 
Gudauta, drawing support from the 
North Caucasus, and also from Rus-

sian units in Abkhazia.22 External in-
terference thus became a significant 
factor in the conflict. The secessionists 
and their North Caucasian allies fought 
their way back to Sukhum(i) and then 
cleansed the entire region of Georgian 
forces and most of the Georgian popu-
lation by October 1993, producing a 
large population of displaced persons 
in Georgian-controlled territory.

After several false starts, a ceasefire 
was (again) mediated by the Russian 
government. The ceasefire agreement 
was accompanied by the renewal and 
extension of a UN observer force, 
which took up a role along the Line of 
Contact. The ceasefire was reasonably 
stable, not least given the presence of 
a Russian (CIS) peacekeeping force 
along the line. As noted above, conflict 
around Abkhazia re-ignited during the 
2008 war.

In short, in considering why the 
Georgian conflicts occurred, both 
Georgian cases display factors also en-
countered in the Nagorno-Karabakh 
case: ethnic diversity, lingering cul-
tural memory, state collapse, the rise 
of nationalism, and the relationship 
between institutions of autonomy and 
the practice of secessionism. 

22 It is not clear whether this engagement was 
ordered by the Russian government, whether 
it was ordered by factions in the Russian gov-
ernment without central authorization, or by 
local commanders who has been cast adrift. 
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There were also significant degrees 
of external involvement. One element 
is Russian engagement – sometimes 
diplomatic, sometimes with arms as-
sistance, and sometimes through the 
direct use of military force. Through-
out the late 80s and early 90s, Russian 
policy was poorly coordinated and 
badly executed. Russian interference 
was not a major contributor to the 
outbreak of conflict. But some early 
aspects were clearly motivated by a 
concern to retain influence over their 
new neighbours, for example the deal 
struck in late 1993 between Shevard-
nadze and Yeltsin around the Abkhazia 
ceasefire. In return for Russian help in 
ensuring a cessation of hostilities and 
also in suppressing the Mingrelian re-
bellion, the Russians sought and ob-
tained Georgia’s accession to the Com-
monwealth of Independent States, and 
acquiescence in Russian military bas-
ing in Georgia.  

Moldova and Ukraine
Before turning to protraction, it is 
useful to expand the comparison to 
include Moldova and Ukraine. In the 
case of Moldova, many of the same 
causal factors are present. Transnis-
tria has a pretty complicated history, 
bouncing back and forth between the 
USSR and Romania for the first part 
of the Soviet era, having periods of au-
tonomy and periods when autonomy 
was removed. Demographically, Rus-

sians (and Ukrainians) constituted the 
larger part of the region’s population. 
The region unilaterally declared au-
tonomous status in 1990. That decla-
ration was rejected by the Soviet gov-
ernment. In the meantime, Moldovan 
ethnic nationalism grew stronger and 
one position within it was that the 
foreigners (Russians and Ukrainians) 
should be removed. The government 
of Moldavia (Moldova) then declared 
Moldovan as the official language, de-
moting Russian, and seemed to hope 
for reunification with Romania. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion, a short and sharp conflict ensued 
between Transnistria and the Moldo-
van government in 1992, before inter-
vention by Russian 14th Army units to 
bring open hostilities to a halt. Russia 
then deployed a small peacekeeping 
contingent. As with the Georgian case, 
the product was an area outside cen-
tral government control, protected by 
Russian peacekeepers. 

Ukraine is exceptional in this analy-
sis. The conflict was not directly asso-
ciated with the breakup of the USSR 
and the political and economic col-
lapse that resulted. It began in the con-
text of Russia’s state consolidation, its 
re-emergence as a clearly dominant 
power on its western periphery, and 
the maturation of a clear Russian ob-
jective to control its neighbourhood 
and to contest NATO and then EU 
penetration of this space. When Rus-
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sia wooed Ukraine away from the in-
tended EU partnership agreement in 
2013, the incumbent government was 
overthrown as a result of the Maidan 
protests at the end of the year. The new 
government resumed the EU Partner-
ship process and pulled back from the 
prior agreement between Presidents 
Putin and Yanukovich. This led to the 
Russian annexation of Crimea and 
violence elsewhere in regions of the 
country with substantial Russian or 
Russian-speaking populations, who 
generally supported Yanukovich’s 
Party of Regions and whose fear of 
deepening Ukrainian nationalism was 
exacerbated by western Ukrainian 
statements and by Russian propaganda 
concerning a fascist takeover in Kyiv. 

The situation crystallised in the 
eastern Ukrainian regions of Luhansk 
ad Donetsk when local political figures 
declared independent governments 
and (with Russian assistance) over-
came Ukrainian forces there. Despite 
several efforts at establishing a cease-
fire and political settlement mediated 
by the Normandy Format23 through 
the Minsk Protocols, conflict contin-
ues on the line of contact, while sepa-
ratist de facto authorities control their 
border with the Russian Federation.

23 The Normandy format brought together 
France, Germany, Russia, and Ukraine to dis-
cuss options for a peaceful settlement of the 
conflict in Eastern Ukraine. 

In short, the quest for commonali-
ties regarding the origins of these con-
flicts produces a short list of domestic 
causal factors: legacy, autonomy, state 
and economic fragility, and rising eth-
nic nationalism/identity politics. It is 
worth noting at this stage that the So-
viet legacy, post-Soviet state and eco-
nomic crisis and the destabilization 
and halting reformation of identity 
were shared by all states that emerged 
from the USSR, whereas conflict 
emerged in only a minority of those 
states. As such, they are not a sufficient 
explanation for conflict. To some ex-
tent, variation in the incidence in con-
flict may be explained by the varying 
intensity of these factors and the speci-
ficity of each case.

There is also significant variation 
in the nature and degree of external 
engagement. There was little or no 
engagement in international organi-
zations and major actors outside the 
former Soviet area at the time the con-
flicts in Azerbaijan, Georgia and Mol-
dova emerged. Concerning the 2008 
war in Georgia, and the subsequent 
outbreak of conflict in Ukraine, the 
outbreak of conflict can be linked to 
NATO enlargement policies and the 
intensification of the EU’s partnership 
arrangements.

PROTRACTION
Here it is important to question the 
prevailing presumption in conflict 
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studies that conflicts can be brought 
to an end. There are many examples 
where this is, so far, not true. The clas-
sic one is the Israel-Palestine conflict, 
which began before I was born, and 
shows no evidence of movement to-
wards durable resolution as I write. 
Despite lengthy international engage-
ment in efforts to mediate in Azerbai-
jan, Moldova, and Georgia, none of 
these conflicts appears to be close to 
settlement. 

This leads to a brief discussion of 
protraction. The notion of protraction 
does not imply that the situations are 
frozen. To state the obvious, very little 
in social life is frozen. The drivers of 
state weakness and economic collapse 
have become less compelling over 
time. The states in question have made 
varying degrees of progress in recon-
structing themselves and exercising ef-
fective control over the territory they 
control. The process of state-building, 
decriminalization and political and se-
curity sector reform is most obvious in 
Georgia, but applies in all cases. The 
economies of all the states involved 
have surpassed GDP levels that applied 
when the Soviet Union collapsed. 

Also, the distribution of power 
changes owing to asymmetrical growth 
in economic and military capacity. 
That might encourage the advantaged 
state towards greater intransigence in 
negotiations and a greater propensity 
for military options. The increasing ca-

pacity and assertiveness might, in turn, 
push the weaker party to seek external 
support to balance the equation. Azer-
baijan’s energy revenues and defence 
buildup, on the one hand, and Arme-
nia’s closer defence relationship with 
Russia, on the other, come to mind. 
Or domestic attitudes to compromise 
might change over time, as bitterness 
wanes and people become tired of the 
issue. The seeming resolution of the 
Northern Ireland “troubles” comes to 
mind. On the other hand, if national 
narratives of historical memory and 
victimization are embedded in school 
curricula and in popular culture, new 
generations may retain the grievances 
of older ones.  

Change in external strategic incen-
tives may also alter the conflict dy-
namic. It is pretty clear that as Russian 
capacity has grown and its strategic ob-
jectives on its periphery have evolved, 
Russia has become more forthright 
and forceful in its efforts to build influ-
ence over its neighbours. 

The EU’s role in Moldova also 
comes to mind in terms of the effect 
of international engagement in a more 
positive vein. Thomas de Waal suggests 
that Transnistria’s inclusion in Moldo-
va’s Association Agreement with the 
EU has given the region’s authorities 
a strong incentive to press for de-esca-
lation of tensions and improvement of 
access to government-controlled ter-
ritory, and Russia’s burden in Ukraine 
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has caused it to reduce support for the 
region. That strengthens the effect of 
European engagement in Moldova and 
perhaps enhances prospects for a final 
settlement.24

Nonetheless, all these conflicts 
remain unresolved; some are active, 
some are inactive. Lacking resolution, 
the inactive ones, to varying degrees, 
all carry the possibility of resumption. 
Why, despite years of disruption and 
of seemingly futile mediation, is peace-
ful settlement so elusive? 

One answer might be that the 
stakes in these conflicts are indivis-
ible. In some cases, the stakes involved 
when conflict begins can be disaggre-
gated and compromises can be made. 
In others, the casus belli is allegedly in-
divisible.25 Each side wants the whole 
thing and neither is willing to slice off 
bits in order to achieve durable peace. 
The conflicts under consideration here 
all have elements of indivisibility. In 
many respects they are about who con-
trols physical territory and who enjoys 
the right to self-determination. There 
are problems with this line of analysis. 
Conceptually, things are “indivisible” 
because people think they are. There 
are many historical examples of previ-
24 Tom de Waal, “Moldova’s Conflict: Un-
freezing, in a Good Way,” Carnegie Europe, 
March 6, 2018.
25 See also James D. Fearon, “Bargaining, En-
forcement, and International Cooperation,” 
International Organization 52:2 (Spring 1998), 
269–305.

ously non-negotiable issues becoming 
negotiable. People can and do change 
their minds. Territory can be shared. 
Self-determination can be internal or 
external; it does not require sovereign 
statehood. 

However, flexibility is impeded 
by the experience of conflict itself, by 
historical memory and mythology, 
but also by the penetration of conflict-
related issues into domestic politics. 
The latter may be exacerbated when 
ruling regimes base their legitimacy on 
intransigence in matters related to the 
conflict, or where they perceive a seri-
ous threat of loss of power in the event 
of compromise. This link from iden-
tity into the domestic politics of con-
flict resolution appears to be present in 
both Armenia and Azerbaijan re. Kara-
bakh, and also in Georgia re. Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia. It also underpins 
the reluctance of the Ukrainian gov-
ernment to operationalise the Minsk 
process principle of special status for 
districts within the Donetsk and Lu-
hansk oblasts. This reluctance is also 
an impediment in Transnistria. In any 
event, the approaches of the states af-
fected by these conflicts do not show 
much movement towards substantial 
constitutional change of this type to 
reassure their internal adversaries. 

Finally, the international environ-
ment is not conducive to settlement. 
On the one hand, the major interna-
tional organizations involved in these 
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conflicts do not appear to have the will 
to deploy diplomatic resources and 
economic incentives to nudge the par-
ties towards settlement. That reflects 
dissonance among members of those 
institutions and also where the con-
flicts fit in their ordering of priorities. 
Russia, the most influential major actor 
in the former Soviet region, appears to 
be resistant to conclusive settlement, 
not least because it finds “shaky situa-
tions more in its interests, as the inher-
ent potential for local or regional con-
flict creates a highly convenient excuse 
for persuading the governments of the 
region to seek help from Russia in or-
der to survive.”26 It also reflects its dis-
comfort with Western-led reform and 
democratization policies that could 
have spillover effects in Russia itself.27  
Evolving differences between Russia 
and Western states and institutions on 
the nature of the region have intensi-
fied the exclusionary aspect of Russia’s 
policy towards the region. As one Rus-
sian author put it recently in an article 
on Russian policy towards Georgia: 

26 Alexey Malashenko, The Fight for Influ-
ence: Russia in Central Asia (Washington, 
DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2013), 3. 
Mlashenko’s comment focuses on Central 
Asia, rather than the south-western and west-
ern neighbourhood of Russia, but seems appli-
cable to the cases considered here. 
27 Andrei Tsygankov, Russia’s Foreign Policy: 
Change and Continuity in National Identity 
(London: Rowman and Littlefield, 2016), 
279. 

The objective reality is disagreement 
between Russia and the West on Eu-
ropean security. Georgia finds itself on 
the frontier of this confrontation, which 
makes it necessary to choose sides – with 
Russia or with the West? Undoubtedly 
Georgia’s striving to enter NATO and the 
European Union is its sovereign choice. 
But, given the interrelationship between 
the security of Russia and that of Geor-
gia, the Georgian choice damages Rus-
sian security. Thus Georgia is becoming 
a hostage of the confrontation between 
Russia and the West.28  

In short, the absence of peaceful 
settlement reflects factors pertinent to 
the origins of these conflicts, but also 
the shifting landscapes of the domestic 
and leadership politics of the parties, 
and an increasingly unfavourable in-
ternational environment. 

CONCLUSION
This paper took Nagorno-Karabakh as 
a starting point to identify a baseline 
for comparison with other regional 
conflicts on two vectors: why did con-
flicts begin and why do they remain 

28 Andrey Sushentsov, “Three Dilemmas of 
Russian-Georgian Relations” (in Russian), 
Valdai Discussion Club, March 12, 2018. 
http://ru.valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/os-
nova-dlya-dialoga/; See also Dmitriy Trenin, 
“European Security – from ‘if Only There 
Were No War’ to the Search for New Equilib-
rium” (in Russian), Carnegie Center, February 
26, 2018. http://carnegie.ru/2018/02/26/
ru-pub-75620. 
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unresolved? It then applied that base-
line to the conflicts in Georgia, and, in 
outline form, to Moldova and Ukraine. 
Concerning the origins of conflict, 
they have many differences but a num-
ber of key commonalities: ethnic dis-
tinction and antagonistic historical 
memories; Soviet legacy in political 
culture; the weakness of state institu-
tions; the use of ethnic nationalism 
by political elites to compete for and 
consolidate power; significant, though 
clearly not determining, engagement 
by Russia (or Russians); and the rela-
tive indifference of key states and their 
security institutions (the USA, NATO, 
the European Community, the United 
Nations). 

The discussion of protraction sug-
gests the reluctance of the parties to 
make compromises that might pro-
duce peace for reasons of identity and 
domestic political incentives or con-
straints. At the international level, ex-
ternal actors are reluctant to provide 
incentives sufficient to move the par-
ties, and the conflicts are increasingly 
affected by growing assertiveness in 
Russia’s regional policy and a worsen-
ing European security environment.
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This article surveys the drivers 
of Azerbaijan’s policy with re-
spect to its rivalry with Arme-

nia. It identifies long-, medium-, and 
short-term factors shaping the Azer-
baijani position, with a view to explain-
ing the escalation of violence along the 
Line of Contact in April 2016. The im-
pacts of the “four-day war” and more 
recent developments are also briefly 
considered. 

The analysis here represents an 
outsider’s perspective. Summarizing 
more complex debates, Azerbaijan’s 
own position can be understood as fol-
lows. The conflict in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh is the unfinished business of the 
Soviet collapse and re-emergence of 
an independent Azerbaijani Republic 
in 1991. Regaining jurisdiction over 
the territory – understood as an inal-
ienable part of the modern Azerbaijani 
nation’s historical-cultural patrimony 
– is the foundational mission of con-
temporary Azerbaijani identity. With-
out it, Azerbaijani statehood remains 
incomplete. Baku defines the conflict 
as an irredentist one and its quarrel 
is with Armenia, not the Armenians 
of Karabakh. The latter are defined 
in Azerbaijani thinking as one of two 
equal communities, alongside Kara-
bakh Azerbaijanis now displaced from 
the territory. Azerbaijan has borne the 
cost of a massive humanitarian disaster 
in the form of hundreds of thousands 
of displaced persons from Nagorno-
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Karabakh and the adjacent occupied 
territories, as well as Azerbaijani refu-
gees from Armenia. Although past 
and current proposals posit alternative 
outcomes, President Ilham Aliyev has 
stipulated a high level of autonomy for 
Karabakh Armenians within a rein-
tegrated Azerbaijani state as the only 
appropriate mechanism for resolving 
the conflict. This accords with a legal 
argument asserting the primacy of ter-
ritorial integrity and the non-violent 
alteration of borders in international 
law, and qualifying self-determination 
as a limited right that does not imply 
any right to secession.

LONG-TERM DRIVERS
Although the restoration of its ter ri-
torial integrity is indeed an emblem-
atic moment where international legal 
opi nion and the claims of the Azerbai-
jani government appear as one, things 
are not as clear-cut as they seem. Azer-
baijan is in many ways Eurasia’s awk-
ward “parent state.” 

On the one hand, the Azerbaijani 
position is formally upheld by the ter-
ritorial integrity and uti possidetis ju-
ris1 norms, in addition to four United 
Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

1 Uti possidetis means “as you possess” in Latin, 
and in modified form the norm validates for-
mer internal administrative boundaries (such 
as those of the former union republics in the 
Soviet Union) as the legitimate borders of sov-
ereign successor states.

resolutions dating from 1993.2 On 
the other, Western support of Azer-
baijan’s territorial integrity has never 
been as unequivocal as for that of Mol-
dova, Georgia and especially Ukraine. 
Since 2014 Azerbaijanis have been 
observing the collective action char-
acterising Western responses to the 
Ukrainian conflict, which they read as 
analogous to their own, with consider-
able frustration.3 Numerous commen-
tators, Azerbaijanis and others, have 
highlighted what they see as a double 
standard, or what former Azerbaijani 
ambassador to Canada Farid Shafiyev 
calls “liberal hypocrisy.”4 As a senior 
Azerbaijani diplomat put it in 2014: 
“We have been very impressed by the 
West’s defence of Ukraine’s territorial 
2 These are UNSC resolutions 822, 853,  
874 and 884. Each of them affirms the prin-
ciples of territorial integrity and the inadmis-
sibility of the use of force to change borders. 
The resolutions can be accessed at http://
www.un.org/Docs/scres/1993/scres93.htm
3 Murad Gassanly, “Azerbaijan, Karabakh 
Conflict and the Crisis in Ukraine: Chal-
lenges (Our Analysis),” Azeridaily.com, Au-
gust 28, 2015․ http://azeridaily.com/analyt-
ics/10312
4 Farid Shafiyev, “Liberal Hypocrisy on Post-
Soviet Separatism,” The National Interest, 
June 13, 2016․ http://nationalinterest.org/
feature/liberal-hypocrisy-post-soviet-sepa-
ratism-16575; on this point see also Svante 
E. Cornell, “The European Union and the 
Armenian-Azerbaijani Conflict: Lessons not 
Learned,” in ed. Svante E. Cornell, The Interna-
tional Politics of the Armenian-Azerbaijani Con-
flict (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 
149-172.
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integrity. We’ve been waiting for that 
for 20 years.” 

Yet, inconsistency in Eurasia is not 
only reflective of attitudes towards 
Azerbaijan, but also symptomatic of 
global approaches to internal conflicts 
over the last 15 years. Several conflicts, 
such as those in Sri Lanka, Kosovo/
Serbia, Libya and Syria, have divided 
world opinion and the UNSC. This 
has diluted the perception that there 
is unified and viable legal approach 
to such conflicts, to which Azerbaijan 
can realistically appeal, and strength-
ened the idea that persuasion is more 
important than principle. It has also 
solidified a perception that, other cir-
cumstances allowing, there would be 
little international cost associated with 
a military solution, such as that enacted 
by the Sri Lankan government against 
Tamil secessionists in 2006-2009. 

This uncertain outlook shapes 
Azerbaijan’s perspective on the struc-
ture mandated to mediate the Arme-
nian-Azerbaijani conflict, the Minsk 
Process of the Organization for Se-
curity and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE).5 Of course, Azerbaijanis are 
wary of mediating states with large 
Armenian diasporas, but the real prob-
lem is the dilemma between progress 
and postponement. The Azerbaijani 

5 This paragraph draws on arguments from 
Laurence Broers, The Nagorny Karabakh Con-
flict: Defaulting to War (London: Royal Insti-
tute for International Affairs, 2016), 9.

understanding of the Minsk Process 
is that if allowed to progress, it could 
easily lead to the ratified secession of 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Azerbaijani suspi-
cion is reinforced by the fact that this 
is indeed the predominant Armenian 
understanding of the process. Yet the 
indefinite postponement of the Minsk 
Process enables Armenia to pursue its 
best alternative to a negotiated agree-
ment (“BATNA”): the entrenchment 
of a de facto entity in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh strategically embedded within 
an Armenian political order. This only 
makes those gains that Azerbaijan 
could with some certainty expect to 
receive from a successful conclusion 
of the Minsk Process – the return of 
surrounding occupied territories and 
of Azerbaijani populations to them – 
ever less likely. Hence, despite being 
on the “right” side of the internation-
al consensus on territorial integrity, 
Azerbaijan is on the “wrong” side of 
either a design for liberal peace or its 
indefinite postponement. Viewed in 
this way, Azerbaijan confronts some 
difficult choices: accede and enable 
a process likely to lead to ratified dis-
memberment, or stand by and watch 
as Armenian control of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh is consolidated free of interna-
tional censure (unlike Russia’s actions 
in Ukraine).

While Azerbaijani perspectives 
tend to foreground external, geopoliti-
cal factors as primary, it can be argued 
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that domestic factors are more crucial. 
The single most important factor driv-
ing policy outcomes in Azerbaijan, not 
just on the rivalry with Armenia but all 
other issues, is regime security. Azer-
baijan is the only post-Soviet state to 
have undergone, 15 years ago, a dynas-
tic succession. Unless Kazakhstan fol-
lows suit, it is quite possible that Azer-
baijan will remain the only Eurasian 
state that has kept the top job within a 
ruling dynasty. The succession election 
in 2003 was met with widespread pro-
test in Azerbaijan, and since then there 
have never been elections deemed by 
reputable international observation as 
free and fair. Divergence from expec-
tations of post-Soviet transition was 
marked by subsequent constitutional 
referenda abolishing limits (in 2009) 
and then extending (in 2016) presi-
dential terms, the persistent silencing 
of regime critics, and the progressive 
removal of international representa-
tive offices in the country (including 
that of the OSCE).6 These develop-
ments are reflected in corresponding 
assessments, for example according 
to Freedom House, of Azerbaijan as a 
“consolidated authoritarian” regime.7

6 “Azerbaijan Orders OSCE to Close Baku 
Office,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, June 
5, 2015. https://www.rferl.org/a/27055923.
html
7 Freedom House, Azerbaijan/ Nations in 
Transit 2015. https://freedomhouse.org/re-
port/nations-transit/2015/azerbaijan

Debates highlighting compliance 
with liberal-democratic norms as the 
basis for conflict resolution make a 
great deal of Azerbaijan’s autocratic 
image. Yet in terms of a regime calculus 
towards conflict, the image of autocra-
cy may obscure more complex dynam-
ics. Azerbaijan functions through an 
elaborate informal politics of patron-
client relations. A standard view sees 
Ilham Aliyev, whose own background 
is in business, at the apex of an intri-
cate pyramid of networked interests 
controlling every significant economic 
sector in Azerbaijan. Continued sta-
bility is essential to the distribution 
of patronage on which this system is 
founded. This suggests that pragma-
tism and the safeguarding of reliable 
economic flows, rather than ideologi-
cal and power factors, are more likely 
to predominate in the leadership’s cal-
culus towards conflict. 

Yet a top-down view of the Azer-
baijani power structure may underes-
timate what American scholar Audrey 
Altstadt terms the president’s role as a 
“keystone.”8 By this view, rather than 
real dictator, his role is to supply an 
equilibrium among several competing 
factions. It is instructive, for example, 
that a presidential tandem preserv-
ing lip-service to transitional norms, 

8 Audrey L. Altstadt, Frustrated Democracy in 
Post-Soviet Azerbaijan (Washington DC/New 
York: Woodrow Wilson Center Press and Co-
lumbia University Press, 2017), 233. 
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as practiced by Vladimir Putin and 
Dmitri Medvedev in Russia, was not 
attempted in Azerbaijan.9 This is sug-
gestive of the regime’s brittleness, 
rather than its strength: whereas Prime 
Minister Putin could still be certain 
of control under President Medvedev, 
this does not appear to be the case in 
Azerbaijan. It may well be that cultural 
norms are more significant in that play-
ing even formally subordinate roles in-
volves costs to prestige and standing.10

Whether we see Ilham Aliyev as 
apex or keystone, however, there are 
disincentives to actual war. Patron-
age in either scenario relies on stable 
sources of wealth to keep the system 
going. But in a keystone scenario his 
situation is more complicated, because 
unlike a true authoritarian, he does 
not have the political immunity for a 
controversial peace strategy. And the 
persistent insecurity associated with 
the conflict offers a crucial resource in 
managing political competition both 
inside and outside the regime. This is 
a scenario not conducive to decisive 
policy in the direction of either war or 
peace, but to a balancing act between 
them that keeps domestic challengers 
off-balance and cultivates internation-
al legitimacy. 

This has resulted in a fractured do-
mestic policy environment divided 
between inner circle, outer circle and 
9 Altstadt 2017, 231.
10 Altstadt 2017, 152.

Azerbaijani public opinion. The inner 
circle of those fully briefed on the for-
mal negotiations with Armenia is lim-
ited to two or three people. An outer 
circle within the Azerbaijani foreign 
policy establishment is tasked with 
presenting Azerbaijan’s position rela-
tive to the negotiations to the outside 
world. Domestic audiences are mean-
while socialised into an exclusive and 
hegemonic ethno-cultural historical 
narrative through key speeches, educa-
tion and the media, with no attention 
to the content of negotiations. Keep-
ing these three spaces – the formal ne-
gotiations, the international audience 
and the domestic audience – separate 
is central to the development of a sin-
gle, dominant narrative and its role in 
preserving a hegemonic political order.

This fractured environment has 
several long-term effects. The first is in-
consistency in the ideas and discourses 
being discussed in each field. Azerbai-
jan has in the past seriously considered 
compromises that are completely at 
odds with its dominant narrative to-
day. There is some evidence of inter-
nal whitewashing, with those parts of 
the negotiations history that do not 
accord with today’s narrative disap-
pearing from institutional memory. A 
second effect is that those actors who 
do try to broker between these spaces, 
such as Track II peacebuilders, have 
very limited room for manoeuvre. This 
situation can be contrasted with that 
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in Georgia, for example, where civil 
society-led processes have generated 
concepts for the constitutional status 
of Abkhazia that later fed into official 
policy positions of the Georgian gov-
ernment (although were not the policy 
options ultimately chosen under Presi-
dent Mikheil Saakashvili).11 Third, 
this tripartite structure consequently 
has very low capacity for generating 
conflict resolution models. For exam-
ple, although promises of autonomy 
are regularly made, in a quarter-cen-
tury Azerbaijan has never produced a 
document detailing its “autonomy of-
fer” to Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Azerbaijan’s long-term rhetori-
cal and strategic position towards the 
conflict has instead been based on in-
vestment in a power transition. This 
describes a scenario in which the once 
weaker challenger Azerbaijan over-
takes status quo power Armenia in 
terms of resources, capabilities and 
strength, allowing it to intimidate and 
compel Armenia into submission. 
Since the onset of the oil boom in the 
mid-2000s, Azerbaijan has cultivated 
the sense of a growing power asymme-
try with Armenia in wealth, military 
spending and demography. Twice in 
the first decade of Ilham Aliyev’s presi-
dency, in 2006 and 2011, Azerbaijan 
doubled its military budget. The asym-
11 Civil Society Working Group, Concept on 
the Special Status of Abkhazia in the Georgian 
State (Tbilisi: Conciliation Resources, 2004).

metry captured in the juxtaposition of 
Azerbaijan’s military and Armenia’s 
entire state budget has become part of 
the discursive framing of the conflict 
in countless speeches, articles and re-
ports at home and abroad. 

The power transition narrative ac-
corded with the wider context of re-
covery, growth and transformation 
from the fractured and demoralized 
country of the 1990s. Azerbaijan fea-
tured the fastest growing economy in 
the world in 2005-2007; between 2002 
and 2013, growth averaged an aston-
ishing 12.6%. A non-stop succession 
of high-profile mega-events and archi-
tectural displays profiled Azerbaijan’s 
new brand. On aggregate, Azerbaijan’s 
military spending displays an impres-
sive advantage. But aggregated statis-
tics overlook real-world, situational 
contexts for such economic flows. Mil-
itary procurements have been as vul-
nerable to corruption and kickbacks as 
other areas in Azerbaijan (see below). 
Nevertheless, the perception of a com-
ing power transition was successfully 
rooted at home and abroad. This sense 
of anticipation substituted the risks of 
actually going to war with the more 
palliative alternative of simply bank-
rupting Armenia into submission. It 
also upheld the sense of a constant mo-
bilization of society justifying political 
centralization and the non-implemen-
tation of reforms. Embedded over the 
years of Azerbaijan’s oil boom, the ex-
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pectation of a power transition created 
a sense of confidence, a feeling that 
Azerbaijan might have lost the battle 
but was “winning a Cold War” with 
Armenia, and not least, substitution of 
a victim identity with a more satisfying 
emotional narrative.12

MID-TERM FACTORS 
Over the mid-term from the early 
2010s, the psychological comfort zone 
created by world-beating economic 
growth and the anticipation of over-
taking Armenia began to be challenged 
by a range of factors. First, Azerbaijan 
increasingly found itself implicated in 
diverse regional challenges and sources 
of instability. The Syrian conflict saw 
another dynastic regime in the Middle 
East confronting deeply entrenched 
rebellion, subsequently international-
ized into a massively destructive civil 
war. The conflict had direct repercus-
sions for Azerbaijan in the resettlement 
of Armenian refugees from Syria in 
Nagorno-Karabakh (over-estimated, 
to be sure), and the emergence of the 
Islamic State (IS). Numbers are not 
certain, but as many as 800 Azerbaija-
nis are thought to have travelled to Syr-
ia and Iraq to fight for the IS by 2016, 
and at least 200 killed.13 In 2013-2014 

12 Chapay Sultanov, Azerbaijan's Victory over 
Armenia in the Cold War (Baku: Çaşıoğlu, 
2015), in Russian.
13 David Lonardo, “The Islamic State and 
the Connections to Historical Networks of 

the Euromaidan events in Kyiv saw a 
fellow post-Soviet regime toppled by 
popular protest, followed by Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea and conflict in 
eastern Ukraine. These developments 
overturned several assumptions about 
conflict resolution in the former Sovi-
et Union, and further reduced already 
flagging Western policy attention in 
the South Caucasus.14 For Azerbaijan 
this context frustratingly juxtaposed 
the emergence of a conflict in Ukraine 
that it sees as vindicating its position 
with reduced attention and policy 
bandwidth for its own. The 2015 nu-
clear deal struck between Iran and the 
United States, United Kingdom, Rus-
sia, France, China and Germany also 
challenged Azerbaijan’s strategic value 
as a friendly rampart in the troubled 
Western-Iranian relationship.15

These developments ran in paral-
lel to awareness of a slowly but stead-
ily approaching post-oil horizon. Ac-
cording to British Petroleum’s official 

Jihadism in Azerbaijan,” Caucasus Survey 4: 3 
(2016), 239-260.
14 Fiona Hill, Kemal Kirişci, and Andrew Mof-
fatt, Retracing the Caucasian Circle. Considera-
tions and Constraints for U.S., EU, and Turkish 
Engagement in the South Caucasus (Washing-
ton, D.C.: Center on the United States and Eu-
rope at Brookings, 2015).
15 Michael Cecire, and Lincoln Mitchell, 
“Beyond the Lobbying: Crafting US Policy 
on Azerbaijan,” New America, July 16, 2015. 
https://www.newamerica.org/weekly/87/
beyond-the-lobbying-crafting-us-policy-on-
azerbaijan/
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statistics, Azerbaijani oil production 
peaked in 2010 at just over one million 
barrels a day, and declined gradually 
since then to 826,000 barrels in 2016. 
This represented a 1.6% drop relative 
to the previous year, and accounted for 
0.9% of global production.16 Estimates 
of Azerbaijan’s proven oil reserves have 
remained at 7 billion barrels for more 
than a decade, evidence that many ex-
plorations have not yielded discoveries 
of viable new oil reserves. Azerbaijan’s 
gas reserves may plug the gap to an ex-
tent, but Azerbaijan will be competing 
as “a minor supplier in a saturated mar-
ket” to supply Europe’s gas.17 Instead 
of joining up to now defunct schemes 
for the westwards transportation of 
gas from across the Caspian, Azerbai-
jan is moving forward with the Trans-
Anatolian and Trans Adriatic pipelines 
(TANAP and TAP). In the medium-
term Turkey may be the main recipi-
ent of Azerbaijani gas, rather than 
Europe.18 

16 BP, BP Statistical Review of World Energy, 
June 2017. https://www.bp.com/en/global/
corporate/energy-economics/statistical-re-
view-of-world-energy.html
17 Pavel K. Baev, “Russia: A Declining Coun-
ter-Change Force,” in Svante E. Cornell ed., 
The International Politics of the Armenian-Azer-
baijani Conflict (New York: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2017), 78.
18 Thomas de Waal, “Azerbaijan at Twenty-
Five: A New Era of Change and Turbulence,” 
Carnegie Europe, September 23, 2016. http://
carnegieeurope.eu/2016/09/23/azerbaijan-

These developments were all the 
more troubling in the light of mount-
ing evidence of inequality undermin-
ing the narrative of development. Of-
ficial statistics indicate an impressive 
drop in poverty from 49% in 2001 to 
6% in 2012, as per capita GDP tripled 
and Azerbaijan became a middle-in-
come country.19 Yet within an overall 
picture of aggregated poverty reduc-
tion, there is a more nuanced picture 
of sustained socioeconomic vulner-
ability for large parts of the popula-
tion. Despite rhetorical commitments 
to diversification, Azerbaijan’s econo-
my remains undiversified and marked 
by the distortions of the oil industry. 
Employing 1% of the workforce, oil 
accounts for 75% of government rev-
enue. By contrast, agriculture employs 
around 38% but generates less than 6% 
of GDP.20 Moreover, the agricultural 
share of GDP has been in stark decline 
due to neglect and low investment; in 
2001 agriculture accounted for 20% of 
GDP. An inefficient policy of subsidi-
zation preserves political stability, but 
prevents farmers from breaking out of 

at-twenty-five-new-era-of-change-and-turbu-
lence-pub-64671 
19 World Bank Group, Azerbaijan Systematic 
Country Diagnostic (Washington, D.C.: World 
Bank, 2015), 15.
20 Turkhan Sadigov, “Adoption of Agricultural 
Innovations in Azerbaijan: No Prospects for 
Mo der nization,” Caucasus Survey 6: 1 (2018), 
43.
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ineffective subsistence farming.21 The 
informal economy remains significant, 
with estimates of its share of GDP 
ranging from 32 to 60%.22 According 
to International Labour Organization 
data for 2009, more than a quarter of 
the non-agricultural workforce, a fig-
ure that raises to nearly 42% of wom-
en, was in informal employment.23 
Undeclared income evades social se-
curity payments, but also inclusion 
within pensions or unemployment 
benefits, and vulnerability to informal 
payments. There is some evidence that 
a prior culture of favours (tapş) was 
monetized and increasingly replaced 
by cash payments.24 Remittances from 
family members abroad, above all Rus-
sia, continue to play an important role 
as a safety net for poorer families.25 
These realities contrasted starkly with 
the extravagance of several prestige 
projects and open secrets on the net-
worked ownership of the republic’s as-
sets at all levels. 

From 2012, a phenomenon that 
had been absent from the domestic 
political stage for a nearly a decade 
returned: public protest. In Quba in 
2012 and in Baku and Ismayilli in 
January 2013 local governors and 
21 Sadigov 2018, 56-57.
22 Farid Guliyev, “The Informal Economy in 
Azerbaijan,” Caucasus Analytical Digest No.75 
( July 17, 2015), 7.
23 Guliyev 2015, 8.
24 Guliyev 2015, 9.
25 Altstadt 2017, 108.

rent increases were the targets for the 
dramatic return of the Azerbaijani 
street.26 These developments illustrat-
ed the contradictions of a system that 
sought to pre-empt the social basis for 
protest through public spending, while 
remaining reliant on networked clients 
unaccountable to the law. They coin-
cided with regime-toppling waves of 
protest of the Arab Spring and revela-
tions of elite financial dealings by local 
investigative journalists. A crackdown 
on independent journalism and civil 
society ensued in 2013-2014, leading 
to a number of highly publicized trials 
and increasingly tense exchanges with 
Western partners.27

The prospect of quelling domestic 
unrest appears to have provided an ad-
ditional incentive to the overhaul of 
Azerbaijan’s defence sector. Through-
out the previous decade, the Azerbai-
jani military had essentially been the 
missing piece to the power transition 
narrative. Former minister of defence 

26 “Uneasy Calm Descends over Azerbaijani 
City after Unrest,” Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty, March 1, 2012. https://www.rferl.
org/a/azerbaijan_protests_clashes_riot-
ing/24501167.html; “Protesting Shopkeep-
ers, Police Clash in Baku,” Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty, January 19, 2013. https://www.
rferl.org/a/azerbaijan-protest-shopkeepers-
baku-police-dispersal/24877955.html;
 “Azerbaijani Police Break Up Protests in Is-
mayilli,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 
January 24, 2013. https://www.rferl.org/a/
azerbaijan-unrest-ismayilli/24882059.html
27 See Altstadt 2017, Chapter 5.
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Safar Abiyev had served for 18 years 
and was one of the longest-serving de-
fence ministers in post-Soviet Eurasia. 
There was little evidence that several 
years of exponential increases to the 
military budget had done anything 
other than embed the Azerbaijani 
army’s endemic problems – the privi-
leging of procurement over provision-
ing, low salaries, absent transparency, 
embedded informal networks and low 
operability. Procurements remained 
mired in wider oligarchic dynamics, 
with two of the major contractors for 
military construction and supplies, 
Azenco and Azersun, being owned 
by the ruling family.28 More seriously, 
non-combat-related deaths accounted 
for 70% of fatalities in the defence sec-
tor in 2003-2013.29 Between 2011 and 
2013 non-combat-related deaths out-
numbered deaths by enemy action by 
three to one, sparking public outcry.30 
28 Afgan Muhtarli, “Bidding Secrets of the 
Armed Forces Part 2: Azersun Holding,” Mey-
dan TV, October 20, 2014. https://www.mey-
dan.tv/en/site/politics/3403/; 
Afgan Muhtarli, “Bidding Secrets of the 
Armed Forces Part 3: AZENCO’s Shjare in 
our Military Budget,” Meydan TV, November 
3, 2014. https://www.meydan.tv/en/site/
politics/3403/
29 Author’s interview with Jasur Mammadov 
Sumerinli, Director Doktrina NGO, Baku, 29 
May 2014.
30 Shahin Abbasov, “Azerbaijan: Non-combat 
Deaths Put Military Reforms in Spotlight,” 
Eurasianet, November 14, 2011. http://www.
eurasianet.org/node/64508; Idrak Abbasov, 
“Azeri Anger Roused by Soldier’s Death,” In-

In October 2013 the appointment of a 
new defence minister, Zakir Hasanov, 
signalled a new readiness to address 
these shortcomings. The turnover of 
dozens of high-ranking personnel fol-
lowed the appointment, many of them 
in positions of finance and supply. 

The gradual escalation of Line of 
Contact violence preceded Hasanov’s 
appointment as minister, but intensi-
fied after it. Although there have for 
many years been scattered violations 
of the 12 May 1994 ceasefire, a new era 
of growing such violations can perhaps 
be dated to 3-4 March 2008.31 In the 
aftermath of post-electoral violence 
in Yerevan, Armenian and Azerbaijani 
forces skirmished in the vicinity of 
the village of Leonarkh in Mardakert; 
at least five Azerbaijani soldiers were 
reported killed. Skirmishes would be-
come regular if infrequent over the 
next five years, linked to key political 
events, the mediation calendar and 
an annual spike in spring related to 
redeployments after snow thaw. By 
2014, however, a new normal of low-
intensity warfare had been established, 
involving attacks on moving targets, 
increasing use of unmanned aerial ve-
hicles (UAVs), use of heavy-calibre 

stitute for War and Peace Reporting, January 
18, 2013. http://iwpr.net/report-news/azeri-
anger-roused-soldiers-death
31 Karine Ohanyan, “Ceasefire in Karabakh 
Has Been Violated” (in Russian), Demo, March 
15, 2008, 11.
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weaponry (mortars and artillery) and 
increasing presence of contracted ser-
vice personnel and special forces.32 
Over the following years Baku increas-
ingly saw insecurity along the Line of 
Contact as its principal source of lever-
age over Armenia. 

Running in parallel, and seemingly 
in response to, these mid-term chal-
lenges have been shifts in the emphasis 
of Azerbaijani nationalism. Azerbaijani 
nationalism is a complex phenomenon 
owing to the fact that Azerbaijan is si-
multaneously a host-state confronting 
externally supported secessionism at 
home, and an external power cultur-
ally linked to large minorities in neigh-
bouring states. This imposes limits 
to nationalism as a political ideology 
where it might incite fears in neigh-
bouring states of irredentism. On the 
other hand, Azerbaijan’s exit from the 
Soviet Union was marked by national-
ist mobilization and demands for more 
popular sovereignty. A nationalist 
counter-elite briefly acceded to power 
in 1992-1993, before the former com-
munist elite was restored under Hey-
dar Aliyev. Azerbaijani nationalism 
is consequently an ambiguous and 
contradictory phenomenon: on the 
one hand a national mission to restore 
Azerbaijani sovereignty over Karabakh 
is a powerful consensus issue drawing 
32 E. Sanamyan, “Tactics Shift in Armenia-
Azerbaijan Conflict,” Jane’s Intelligence Review, 
October 21, 2015.

on deeply felt popular emotions. On 
the other, it is the principal cleavage in 
government-opposition relations and 
preserves the memory of a political era 
when public participation was higher 
than it is now. 

Azerbaijanism is the ideological 
construct that seeks to reconcile these 
contradictions. Associated with Hey-
dar Aliyev, Azerbaijanism defines an 
ostensibly civic nationalism framed as 
the citizenry of the Republic of Azer-
baijan (rather than an ethnic Azerbaija-
ni nation not contained by its borders). 
Ilham Aliyev remains formally com-
mitted to this doctrine, which ties into 
an international brand of “Azerbaijani 
multiculturalism” exported through 
mechanisms such as the World Forum 
on Intercultural Dialogue or the ‘Baku 
Process.’33 These exercises frame Azer-
baijan as an inclusive, civic nation for 
international audiences. Yet over the 
mid-term Azerbaijanism has increas-
ingly co-habited with a more ethno-na-
tionalist variant of Azerbaijani nation-
alism. Of course, a conflict narrative 
has been present since the 1990s, but 
since around 2010 there is notewor-
thy shift towards an ethno-nationalist 
politics against which Azerbaijanism 
had previously defined itself. This is 
a broad project beyond the scope of 
this paper, but a few instances can be 
33 Details of the World Forum on Intercultural 
Dialogue can be found at http://bakuforum-
icd.az
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cited. There is a growing tendency in 
presidential rhetoric to focus on Arme-
nia as a recent imposition on historical 
Azerbaijani lands. Whereas communal 
Armenian-Azerbaijani violence was 
once attributed to “hooligans,” Azer-
baijani military officer Ramil Safarov 
was lionized as a national hero after 
murdering an Armenian counterpart 
at a NATO training course in Buda-
pest in 2004. Across numerous media, 
including maps, school textbooks and 
everyday popular culture, the Azer-
baijani population is being socialised 
to see the Armenian-Azerbaijani an-
tagonism as the master-narrative of its 
modern history.

These shifts are in many ways con-
tradictory. They undermine the basis 
for a future co-habitation of Armeni-
ans and Azerbaijanis, on which any 
solution to the conflict based on Azer-
baijan’s territorial integrity depends. 
They also undermine the discourse of 
territorial integrity itself, by diluting 
the clarity and international consensus 
that Azerbaijanism sought to attach 
to Azerbaijan’s borders. However, the 
turn to ethno-nationalism provides a 
solution to the longer-term legitimacy 
challenge confronting Azerbaijan’s 
elite. The long-term governance tra-
jectory represents the non-fulfilment 
of 1990s public demand for more par-
ticipation, imposing the quest for an 
alternative legitimacy formula. Devel-
opment based on oil revenues has pro-

vided that formula over the mid-term. 
But beyond the oil horizon is uncertain 
political territory where abundance 
will no longer substitute for participa-
tion. The growing co-optation of na-
tionalism appears to be a response to 
this problem. Re-anchoring Azerbaija-
ni identity around the Armenian-Azer-
baijani antagonism achieves rallying 
effects and engages genuine popular 
sentiments that are not reconciled to 
the status quo in Nagorno-Karabakh. 

SHORT-TERM FACTORS 
There are three short-term factors that 
can account for the timing of the 2-5 
April 2016 “four day war.” The first is 
the unprecedented slump in the world 
oil price beginning in 2014. Azerbaijan’s 
oil boom had begun after a significant 
rise in the oil price, and continued to 
benefit from steady growth. But in June 
2014 the global oil price began a steep 
decline, tumbling from highs of more 
than $110 per barrel to lows of around 
a third of that value in some months by 
the end of 2015. Azerbaijan’s oil reve-
nue-dependent economy was hit hard: 
oil had accounted for 90% of its exports 
and half of its GDP. Initially parsed as 
a temporary fluctuation, in 2015 the 
oil price slump became structural. The 
Azerbaijani manat was devalued twice 
in February and December, losing more 
than 60% of its value vis-à-vis the US 
dollar. Most of Azerbaijan’s foreign cur-
rency reserves were lost trying to shore 
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it up, falling from $14.9 billion in No-
vember 2014 to $6.2 billion a year later. 
Lay-offs at major enterprises followed, 
and protests, albeit small and uncoor-
dinated, ensued across the country in 
January 2016. 

While generating a series of domes-
tic economic and political challenges, 
a long-term decline in the oil price also 
reframed the timeline of Azerbaijan’s 
presumed power transition. The icon 
of this transition, Azerbaijan’s military 
budget, dropped by more than a third 
in 2016-2017 to a – still substantial – 
sum of around $1.4 billion. On the one 
hand, this may have contributed to a 
sense of urgency to take action while 
the military balance was in Azerbai-
jan’s favour. On the other, and more 
plausibly in my view, this underscored 
an urgent need to justify still extremely 
high defence spending in a new eco-
nomic climate.34

The second factor is the break in 
Turkish-Russian relations that pro-
ceeded from Turkey’s shooting down 
of a Russian jet aircraft over the Syri-
an-Turkish border in November 2014. 
This led to an unprecedented break-

34 Zaur Shiriyev makes this argument in “The 
Four-Day War: Changing Paradigms in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict,” in Gulshan 
Pashayeva, and Fuad Chiragov eds., Trapped 
between War and Peace: the Case of Nagorno-
Karabakh (Selected Papers, 2011-2017) (Baku: 
Center for Strategic Studies under the Presi-
dent of the Republic of Azerbaijan, 2018), 
126.

down in hitherto cautious but cordial 
relations between Russia and Turkey. 
Moscow imposed sanctions on Turkey 
in a row that had obvious repercussions 
for Armenia, Russia’s security ally, and 
Azerbaijan, Turkey’s geostrategic part-
ner. Equivocal, mutually suspicious, 
opportunistic and asymmetric to be 
sure, Russian-Turkish cooperation is a 
significant reason why Turkey’s role in 
the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict has 
been limited. Russian-Turkish coop-
eration is rooted in deep and diverse 
economic relations (Turkey is Russia’s 
second-most important gas export des-
tination), and a pragmatism that avoids 
allowing potentially divisive issues 
from becoming so.35 Russia warned 
Turkey off from taking action during 
the 1992-1994 Armenian-Azerbaijani 
war, and although a member of the 
OSCE’s wider Minsk Group, Turkey 
has played no role in the process. 

Any decision to wage war or take 
military action is shaped by predic-
tions about how other states will react. 
An important deterrent to going to war 
is the absence of anticipated support-
ive alignments. The Russian-Turkish 
dip lomatic row offered a window for 
Azerbaijan to take action with reason-
able certainty of support from Turkey 

35 Pavel K. Baev, and Kemal Kirişci, An Ambig-
uous Partnership: The Serpentine Trajectory of 
Russian-Turkish Relations in the Era of Erdoğan 
and Putin (Washington, D.C.: Center on the 
United States and Europe at Brookings, 2017).
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temporarily at odds with Russia. This 
is crucial for a small state in a geopo-
litically sensitive area surrounded by 
larger powers. A worst-case scenario 
for Azerbaijan would be to find itself at 
war with no support in the surround-
ing regional and international envi-
ronment. Turkish moral support was 
indeed forthcoming in April, when in 
isolation from the rest of the interna-
tional community President Erdogan 
did not call for an end to hostilities but 
declared he would stand by Azerbaijan 
“to the end.”36 This analysis is far from 
suggesting that Azerbaijan behaved as 
“Turkey’s proxy” and in fact proposes 
the inverse: small states take advantage 
of specific conjunctures in the relations 
of major powers to maximise likely 
support. The window was not open for 
long: in July 2016 Turkey offered an 
“apology” to Russia for shooting down 
its aircraft, and subsequent comments 
by President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in 
November 2017 indicated a return to 
Turkey’s traditional bystander role.37

A third and more arguable factor is 
the impact of Russia’s diplomatic ini-
tiative to move the Minsk Process for-
36 “Nagorno-Karabakh Clash: Turkey Backs 
Azeris ‘to the End’ against Armenia,” BBC, 
April 3, 2016. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
world-europe-35953358
37 “Erdoğan Says Russia Can Solve Karabakh 
Dispute, Expects Putin's Sensitivity,” Daily 
Sabah, November 22, 2017. https://www.
dailysabah.com/diplomacy/2017/11/22/
erdogan-says-russia-can-solve-karabakh-dis-
pute-expects-putins-sensitivity

ward. The Minsk Process has over the 
years regularly featured periods when 
one of the co-chair countries – usu-
ally Russia – informally takes the lead. 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lav-
rov’s tenure since 2004 has featured a 
number of such periods. In 2014-2015 
speculation about the content of a 
so-called “Lavrov Plan” was rife. This 
terminology may be misleading for a 
set of ideas re-combining, rather than 
replacing the Basic Principles on the 
negotiating table since the mid-2000s 
(known as the “Madrid Principles” 
since their formal presentation in the 
Spanish capital in 2007). The content 
of Lavrov’s initiative remains a matter 
of conjecture, but it appears that tradi-
tional sticking points between “step-
by-step” and “package” approaches 
were still present. 

That Baku looked favourably on 
Lavrov’s concept is indicated by Azer-
baijani Foreign Minister Elmar Mam-
madyarov’s comments in the imme-
diate aftermath of the April violence: 
“We are working on the ideas put for-
ward in the middle of last year by Sergey 
Lavrov… We support a solution with-
in this framework.”38 What these ideas 
looked like can be surmised from com-
ments made by President Ilham Aliyev 
at the Munich Security Conference in 
February 2015: “the beginning of de-
38 “Elmar Mammadyarov: We Are Working on 
Lavrov’s Proposals” (in Russian), Haqqin.az, 
April 7, 2016. http://haqqin.az/news/67539.
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occupation of some of these districts, 
taking into that we will continue the 
negotiations, will immediately change 
the picture. Immediately there will 
be no hostility. There will be a cease-
fire regime fully observed.”39 In other 
words, it appears that Lavrov’s initia-
tive was for a phased implementation 
of the Basic Principles that deferred 
the determination of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh’s status – the most controversial 
single item among the Madrid Princi-
ples for Azerbaijan – to a later stage.40 
Through 2015 the Armenian side was 
engaging but rejecting Lavrov’s initia-
tive, which would be consistent with 
the traditional emphasis in Armenian 

39 “Ilham Aliyev Attended ‘Beyond Ukraine: 
Unresolved Conflicts in Europe’ Session of the 
Munich Security Conference,” Official Web-
site of the President of Azerbaijan, February 
7, 2015. http://en.president.az/mobile/arti-
cles/14275
40 Foreign Minister Lavrov has openly af-
firmed the need for a phased approach: “This 
problem cannot be resolved once and forever 
in a single document. A phased approach is 
necessary, reflecting agreement towards those 
issues that can be solved today and determin-
ing the way forward on those issues that need 
more discussion in order to get to final settle-
ment, including the status of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. It’s in the parties’ hands.” Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Pres-
entation and answers to questions from the mass 
media by S.V. Lavrov, Minister of Foreign Affairs 
of Russia, during a press conference summarizing 
Russian diplomacy in 2017, Moscow (in Rus-
sian), January 15, 2018. http://www.mid.ru/
ru/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/
cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/3018203 

perspectives on foregrounding status 
as part of a package. A military escala-
tion might thus have been seen in Baku 
as a means to pressure Yerevan to ac-
cede to Lavrov’s initiative.41 Contrary 
statements in the immediate aftermath 
of violence evoking the step-by-step 
and package approaches, from senior 
officials in Azerbaijan and Armenia 
respectively, suggest that the violence 
was indeed being read in terms of its 
leverage for ideas then on the table.42 

To sum up, then, by 2016 the 
long- and medium-term contexts of 
Azerbaijan’s position were framed 
by perceptions of the futility of legal-
constitutional appeals to international 
opinion, and frustration at external 
understanding of the situation as an 
acceptable “frozen conflict.” The Azer-
baijani elite had promulgated a narra-
tive of power transition, which would 
alter the balance of power and made 
compromises unnecessary. A highly 
unstable regional and international 
environment, and the reappearance of 
protest politics at home, had unsettled 
this approach. In the mid-term, the 
anticipated decline of the oil indus-
try suggested that in terms of wealth 
and asymmetry vis-à-vis Armenia the 
41 Zaur Shiriyev, “Violence in Nagorny Kara-
bakh a Reflection of Azerbaijan’s Security 
Dilemma,” Chatham House, April 22, 2016. 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/
comment/violence-nagorny-karabakh-reflec-
tion-azerbaijan-s-security-dilemma
42 Broers 2016, 27.
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country was higher than it might be in 
the future. Military reform had begun 
in earnest, promising to bring capabil-
ity more in line with rhetoric. This had 
enabled a transformation of the situ-
ation along the Line of Contact from 
a sniper war to regular low-intensity 
warfare. In 2015 deepening economic 
woes proceeding from the oil price 
slump undermined the power transi-
tion narrative and interrogated the 
utility of Azerbaijan’s high military 
spending. The Russian-Turkish diplo-
matic row promised some additional 
diplomatic cover to ensure that what-
ever the outcome, Azerbaijan would 
not be completely isolated.43 There 
was thus a converging set of factors 
necessitating some kind of demonstra-
tion of Azerbaijan’s capacities to vali-
date the elite narrative of power tran-
sition, and perhaps also enact an audit 
of Azerbaijan’s new military capability. 

THE LESSONS OF APRIL 2016
The violence of 2-5 April is popularly 
known as the “four-day war,” although 
this is an unsatisfactory description of 
what was intended as a significant, but 
limited operation falling short of war. 
Although it is generally the protocol 
in Azerbaijan to depict the operation 
as defensive, it was a textbook case of a 
limited aims strategy in a context where 
43 If it was not for the European Games, a 
major prestige event taking up the summer of 
2015, Azerbaijan might have acted sooner.

alternative conventional stra te gies – at-
trition and blitzkrieg – are ruled out.44

Speaking in July 2017, Minister of 
Defence Zakir Hasanov spoke candid-
ly of the objectives behind the Azer-
baijani operation: “We fulfilled the 
objective that we had set ourselves: we 
liberated two strategic heights which 
have significant operational-tactical 
importance along the frontline. These 
are Lala Tapa in the area of Jabrayil, 
and the heights in Talish.”45 In fact, 
Azerbaijani control over the 14 posi-
tions captured in Talish was fleeting 
and these posts were recaptured by Ar-
menian counter-offensives. 

The violence yielded mixed les-
sons for Azerbaijan. On the one hand, 
the April escalation demonstrated 
that the Azerbaijani army could now 
mount combined arms operations 
with a functional degree of inter-op-
erability between army units, special 
forces and air support, even if only for 
limited aims. The vaunted Armenian 
fortifications could be penetrated, and 
occupied territory – even if in small 
amounts – returned to Azerbaijani 
jurisdiction. In these terms it was the 

44 For detailed accounts of the “four-day war” 
see Laurence Broers, Defaulting to War, and 
International Crisis Group, Nagorno-Karabakh: 
New Opening, or More Peril? Crisis Group Eu-
rope Report No.239, July 4, 2016. 
45 “Zakir Gasanov: Negotiations on Nagorno-
Karabakh Are Too Protracted” (in Russian), 
Ria Novosti, July 13, 2017. https://ria.ru/
amp/interview/20170713/1498376245.html
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first Azerbaijani military success since 
its partly successful operation in Ho-
radiz in January 1994. The operation 
had also demonstrated the weak points 
of Armenian deterrence.46 To be sure, 
the Armenian deterrent could be con-
sidered as having been effective, since 
even this major escalation of violence 
did not lead to all-out war. But the am-
biguity of the Armenia/Russia-centred 
deterrent in Nagorno-Karabakh itself, 
where formal Russian and the Collec-
tive Security Treaty Organization’s alli-
ance commitments to Armenia do not 
apply, had been demonstrated. Arme-
nia’s deterrent appears effective against 
a prolonged, wider war, but not against 
limited, short-term engagements chip-
ping away at Armenian defences. 

Beyond the battlefield, the opera-
tion had incurred minimal diplomatic 
costs. It provided a symbolic focal 
point legitimating past and future 
military spending, and reinforced the 
Azerbaijani elite’s narrative of power 
transition. The escalation also testi-
fied to the popular sentiments that the 
conflict arouses. The outpouring of 
popular emotion during the conflict 
in fact took the Azerbaijani authori-
ties by surprise. Fearful that sponta-
neous demonstrations in support of 
hostilities could metastasize into other 

46 For a comprehensive overview of Armenian 
deterrence see Sergey Minasyan, Deterrence in 
Karabakh Conflict (Yerevan: Caucasus Insti-
tute, 2016), in Russian.

agendas, the authorities quickly mobi-
lized to ensure the presence of loyalist 
groups, and portraits of the president, 
among war-related protests. 

On the other hand, the operation 
was not an unequivocal success. Sev-
eral positions initially recaptured in 
the early hours of the operation were 
not held onto. While Azerbaijan does 
not release casualty data, civil society 
assessments indicated that Azerbai-
jani losses were similar in number to 
Armenian casualties – despite the de-
ployment of special forces and the el-
ement of surprise. Substantial quanti-
ties of hardware, including a helicopter 
and numerous tanks, were also lost. 
While gains of 800-2000 hectares were 
highly symbolic, little had changed 
strategically. Armenian complacency 
had been jolted, but the element of 
surprise also lost. Armenian positions 
were upgraded, including with thermal 
imaging equipment. In an incident in 
February 2017 five Azerbaijani ser-
vicemen were apparently killed long 
before they reached Armenian posts.47

If the escalation is interpreted as a 
lever of pressure on the formal negotia-
tions process, its impact has also been 
minimal. A short burst of diplomatic 

47 “Armenians, Azerbaijanis Trade Accusa-
tions over Karabakh Fighting,” Radio Free 
Europe/Radio Liberty, February 25, 2017. 
https://www.rferl.org/a/armenians-azerbai-
janis-trade-accusations-over-karabakh-fight-
ing/28331782.html 
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activity yielded a meeting of the Minsk 
Group in Vienna on 16 May 2016 with 
the presence of the mediating coun-
tries’ foreign ministers. This meeting 
pro duced formal commitments to con-
fidence-building measures in the field 
of Line of Contact security, and to a 
“structured negotiations” process – the 
lat ter reflecting Azerbaijan’s desires to 
es tablish entry into a phased negotia-
tion with early territorial gains. None 
of these commitments have material-
ized, however. A year and a half later 
it appeared that even agreement on 
increasing resources for the OSCE Per-
sonal Representative Andrzej Kaspr-
zyk to conduct monitoring of the Line 
of Contact was stalemated. 

Several analyses suggest that war 
clouds are still gathering, and that April 
2016 may have been only a precursor 
for worse to come.48 But a linear un-
derstanding of escalation would not be 
accurate. After a series of smaller inci-
dents in the first half of 2017, the latter 
half of the year was the quietest since 
2013. A familiar dynamic appeared to 
be in play: a short-term focusing of 
minds on the conflict was superseded 
by its perennial obscurity. A collective 
48 International Crisis Group, Nagorno-Kara-
bakh’s Gathering War Clouds, Europe Report 
No.244, June 1, 2017;  Svante E. Cornell, “Re-
versing Escalation: The Local and Internation-
al Politics of the Conflict,” in Svante E. Cornell 
ed., The International Politics of the Armenian-
Azerbaijani Conflict (New York: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2017), 208.

effort by the mediators generated a 
presidential meeting in Geneva on 16 
October 2017, at which the presidents 
reportedly agreed to reduce tensions. 

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS
The moderate recovery of the oil price 
has relieved some of the pressure on 
the Azerbaijani government. The 
projected military budget for 2018 is 
reportedly in the region of $1.6 bil-
lion, a modest rise on 2017. While it 
appears that no major new acquisi-
tions are planned, Russian deliveries 
related to a 2010 deal are ongoing 
and reports circulate of possible deals 
with Belarus, Turkey and Pakistan. In 
December 2017 the Azerbaijani par-
liament approved a new law that ap-
pears to centralise control of different 
entities with men-at-arms under the 
president.49 Interior ministry troops, 
border guards and units formerly as-
sociated with the Ministry of Emer-
gency Situations are now more for-
mally under the president’s authority. 
The new law also makes the Ministry 
of Defence responsible for its own in-
formation security, which according 
to some observers will make report-
49 Zaur Shiriyev, “Azerbaijan’s New Law on 
Status of Armed Forces: Changes and Im-
plications,” Eurasia Democratic Security 
Network, January 23, 2018. https://eura-
siademocraticsecuritynetwork.wordpress.
com/2018/01/23/azerbaijans-new-law-on-
status-of-armed-forces-changes-and-implica-
tions/
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ing on hazing and non-combat related 
deaths even more difficult than be-
fore. Rearmament and centralization 
thus continue to inform Azerbaijan’s 
position. 

Azerbaijan also continues to ex-
periment with strategies that scholars 
have analysed under the label “author-
itarian conflict management.”50 As 
noted, appropriate responses to con-
flicts such as Kosovo, Libya, Syria and 
Ukraine have become a crucial area of 
dispute among global powers. Prima 
facie contradictions between legal 
principles such as self-determination 
and territorial integrity have not disap-
peared, but have become submerged 
beneath a new schism between lib-
eral and authoritarian approaches to 
conflict resolution and management. 
A new array of non-liberal norms, 
discourses and practices has evolved, 
some championed by regional he-
gemons such as Russia and China, as 
routes to conflict management con-
sistent with authoritarian governance. 
These reject liberal models of peace 

50 David Lewis, “Illiberal Peace: Authoritar-
ian Modes of Conflict Management,” Working 
paper, May 2015, unpublished. https://www.
academia.edu/18044370/Illiberal_Peace_
Authoritarian_Modes_of_Conflict_Man-
agement; see also Catherine Owen, Shairbek 
Juraev, David Lewis, Nick Megoran, and John 
Heathershaw, eds., Interrogating Illiberal Peace 
in Eurasia Critical Perspectives on Peace and 
Conflict (London: Rowman & Littlefield In-
ternational, 2018). 

and peacebuilding based on dialogue 
among disparate social and political 
actors, inclusive processes and the air-
ing of grievances.51 It seeks instead to 
establish a single hegemonic narrative 
legitimating the state, to control coun-
ter-discourses, and to delegitimate the 
idea that conflict is rooted in grievance 
– often by depicting it as the result of 
external forces and interference. 

Azerbaijan has been learning from 
the authoritarian conflict manage-
ment toolkit. While liberal peace 
models propose broadened and in-
clusive peace processes as the route 
to legitimate political compromises 
enabling agreement, in the Azerbaijani 
elite this prospect is viewed by turns as 
naïve, unnecessary and alarming. I do 
not single Azerbaijan out in this re-
gard, but the nuances of the situation 
dictate that with international legal 
opinion formally on its side, Azerbai-
jan can experiment more easily with 
authoritarian conflict management 
techniques. Armenians, with interna-
tional legal opinion formally against 
them, face greater pressure to perform 
compliance with liberal-democratic 
norms, for example, by highlighting 
democratization in the unrecognized 
Nagorno-Karabakh Republic. Three 
recent examples provide evidence of 

51 John P. Lederach, Building Peace: Sustain-
able Reconciliation in Divided Societies (Wash-
ington DC: United States Institute for Peace, 
1998).
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Azerbaijani efforts to consolidate a 
single hegemonic discourse about the 
conflict and to remove counter-dis-
courses from the political stage. 

For several years, Azerbaijan has 
operated a “black list” to which those 
deemed to have visited Karabakh 
without permission are added, becom-
ing persona non grata banned from 
Azerbaijan.52 In 2017 one of them, 
Israeli-Russian blogger Aleksandr 
Lapshin, was extradited from Belarus 
to Azerbaijan and prosecuted in Azer-
baijan for illegally visiting the territo-
ry.53 The case generated considerable 
publicity as the first prosecution of its 
kind; Lapshin was sentenced to three 
years’ imprisonment. Although he 
was released in September, his highly 
publicized case engages all would-be 
visitors to the disputed territory in 
a new risk calculus. This has the pre-
sumed effect of limiting the numbers 
of people willing to visit the territory 
and thus produce independent, field-
based knowledge about developments 
52 See “List of Foreign Citizens Illegally Vis-
ited Occupied Territories of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan,” Official Website of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan. http://www.
mfa.gov.az/en/content/915
53 For background see Shahin Rzayev, “Lap-
shin’s Case: What, How and Why?” JAM-
news, February 10, 2017. https://jam-news.
net/?p=18176; For an interview with Alek-
sandr Lapshin after his release, see “Aleksandr 
Lapşin: ‘Özümü asmamışam...maskalı adamlar 
məni kamerada boğub’,” BBC Azeri., http://
www.bbc.com/azeri/region-42455241

within it. Those visiting the territory 
in connection with its electoral pro-
cesses, and thereby contributing to 
the counter-narrative of Nagorno-
Karabakh’s democratization vis-à-vis 
Azerbaijan, appear to be a particular 
focus. Moreover, in contrast to just a 
few years ago the Azerbaijani govern-
ment is no longer allowing visits to 
the territory even by staff from inter-
national peacebuilding organizations, 
whose work it otherwise formally ap-
proves. 

A second example is the establish-
ment of initiatives that co-opt liberal 
peacebuilding discourse. In December 
2016, a new initiative, the Baku Plat-
form for Peace, was announced. The 
platform attracted media attention on 
account of its apparent recruitment 
of real Armenians, for whom travel to 
Azerbaijan has been impossible in re-
cent years.54 Replicating the discourse 
and symbols of international peace-
building organizations, and exercis-
ing an unknown degree of pressure on 
Azerbaijani civil society actors to sign 

54 There is in fact a history of Armenians ap-
pearing in Azerbaijan proclaiming an agenda 
for peace in accordance with Azerbaijan’s pref-
erences. In April 2004 Artur Apresyan and Ro-
man Teryan, refugees from Azerbaijan, staged 
a press conference in Baku televised on ANS 
calling on the international community and 
Armenia to desist from prolonging conflict. 
“Two Armenian Residents Came to Baku in 
Protest against Yerevan’s Policy”(in Russian), 
Demo, April 15, 2004, 9. 
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up, the platform seemed directed to-
wards becoming the “go-to point” for 
international interest in peacebuild-
ing. The platform was subsequently 
denounced by one of its Armenian 
founders, Vahan Martirosyan, as “a 
government-run sham.”55 The initia-
tive nevertheless attracted a lot of at-
tention, although its future develop-
ment is uncertain. 

 A focus on controlling or co-opt-
ing counter-discourses may neglect 
the equally, if not more effective, strat-
egy of promoting discourses shared 
between state and society. The as-
cent of an ethno-nationalist discourse 
reifying the ethnic antagonism with 
Armenians has already been noted. 
These claims have grown in volume, 
notably being articulated by Ilham 
Aliyev after his nomination as presi-
dential candidate by the ruling New 
Azerbaijan Party in February 2018.56 
Claims to locations in Armenia were 
combined with rhetoric regarding 
Azerbaijanis’ “return” to them. The fo-
cus on Armenia as the exclusive source 
of conflict accords, of course, with the 
traditional Azerbaijani reading of the 

55 Joshua Kucera, “After Denunciation, Ar-
menia-Azerbaijan Peace Platform on Shaky 
Ground,” Eurasianet, May 30, 2017. https://
eurasianet.org/s/after-denunciation-armenia-
azerbaijan-peace-platform-on-shaky-ground
56 “Ilham Aliyev Called ‘Return’ of Yerevan a 
Strategic Goal of Azerbaijanis” (in Russian), 
Interfax, February 8, 2018. http://www.inter-
fax.ru/world/599092 

conflict as irredentist in nature. Yet 
combined with increasing pressures 
on outside actors not to visit the terri-
tory, this discourse excludes both local 
grievances in Nagorno-Karabakh as a 
factor in explaining conflict, and cor-
responding peacebuilding approaches 
that would take them into account. 

CONCLUSION
Azerbaijan’s outlook on its rivalry with 
Armenia is at an uncertain stage. Baku 
is caught between the strategic pa-
tience awaiting a power transition, and 
low-intensity warfare serving a variety 
of goals not all of which are related di-
rectly to the conflict. There is neither 
institutional capacity nor visible public 
demand for an alternative to militarist 
posturing, suggesting that Azerbaijan 
seems likely to maintain a realist ap-
proach. Azerbaijan’s “BATNA” remains 
a tense and fluid situation that prevents 
the further institutionalization of the 
status quo, keeps the situation as un-
resolved as possible and continues to 
deplete Armenia’s material and de mo-
graphic resources. Persistent insecurity 
allows the tactical use of rallying effects 
as a means to demobilize domestic po-
li ti cal challenges. It also generates sig-
nificant legitimacy effects, by lin king 
popular sentiments genuinely not rec-
onciled to the status quo to a singular 
hegemonic narrative focused on the 
Azerbaijani state, and by offering the 
leadership regular opportunities to be 
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presented in statesman-like light with 
world leaders. Nationalism will remain 
tactical, however, as the Azerbaijani 
leadership is also wary of an ideology 
traditionally associated with the oppo-
sition and which embodies both ideals 
and memories of greater popular polit-
ical participation than is the case today. 
Tension has to be kept manageable, 
however. The irony of Azerbaijan’s oil 
and gas resources is that while they al-
low funds for rearmament, they also re-
quire a stable investment environment 
that is a crucial deterrent to war. Re-
alising the TANAP and TAP pipeline 
projects exporting Azerbaijan’s gas to 
Europe and securing a future stream of 
resource rents, needs a calm domestic 
context. This is a context that requires 
a skilful balancing act to maintain suf-
ficient levels of tension without risking 
an extended conflict that could create 
opportunities for anti-regime forces. 
The public demand for a “military so-
lution,” traditionally choreographed 

to appear high, is uncertain. However, 
a botched war, in which, for example, 
Armenians used their weaponry to 
knock out key economic infrastruc-
ture, would expose the Azerbaijani 
population to the impacts of a long-un-
diversified economy and reveal the real 
levels of leadership popularity. Disin-
centives to permit any such outcome, 
which would have grave regional con-
sequences, are high among the powers 
surrounding the South Caucasus. 

Azerbaijan’s outlook therefore ap-
pears more oriented towards continued 
limited warfare, awaiting opportune 
conjunctures for other operations like 
that of April 2016 to wear down Ar-
menian resistance. Renewed if limited 
violence, timed to respond to domestic 
and international threats and opportu-
nities, is unfortunately the only prudent 
forecast.
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In this paper, I will address the Na-
gor no-Karabakh issue, the sig ni-
ficance of which extends be yond 

the existential interests of the protag-
onists, as it touches upon the issue of 
regional stability in general, as well as 
the political and security concerns of 
the Russian Federation, Turkey, Iran, 
the U.S. and the EU.

In the 1990s, a new system emerged 
in the Caucasus, comprised not just 
of the three de jure recognized inde-
pendent Caucasus countries: Georgia, 
Azerbaijan and Armenia, but also its 
neighbours: Russia, Turkey and Iran. 
To make matters more complicated, 
the major global powers also have an 
interest in this region, and although 
they are not a part of the Caucasus, the 
activities of the U.S., the EU, and Chi-
na affect this new Caucasus system.

Residents of the Caucasus are tied 
to each other historically, ethnically 
and linguistically. There are shared 
memories, traditions, and cultures. 
There is a common infrastructure, 
including communication and trans-
portation. In the Caucasus, which is an 
inherently unstable system, there are 
new and old destabilizing elements. 
These destabilizing elements prevail, 
causing conflict and friction.

There are many such elements 
including historical rivalries, ethnic 
conflicts, the uneven distribution of 
wealth, particularly oil, superpower 
rivalry in the region, underdeveloped 
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economies, and an absence of deep-
rooted democratic practices and insti-
tutions.

These days, challenges are not just 
local, they are regional. The news com-
ing from the Caucasus is never dull, 
and it definitely has not been uninter-
esting lately.

It is true that the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict is, at heart, a struggle for 
self-determination. But the de facto 
status of today’s long-term conflicts 
varies: there are four different catego-
ries of self-determination movements 
defined by the combination of degree 
of control the state exercises over its 
entire territory (including the territory 
occupied by the insurgents) and the 
degree of self-determination achieved 
by the secessionist movement.

Quebec and Northern Ireland, for 
example, fall in Category I. In both cas-
es, the territorial integrity of Canada 
and the United Kingdom is preserved, 
while the provinces practice self-de-
termination to such a high degree that 
they conduct referenda and decide 
their own legal and political status. 
The people of Quebec conducted a 
number of public votes and expressed 
their will through legal means, free of 
any coercive intervention from the 
federal government, and decided to re-
main in the Canadian Confederation.

The overwhelming majority of to-
day’s secessionists fall in Category II, 
where the movements struggle with-

out any degree of self-determination 
and the state continues to fully control 
the territory in question.

Those in Category III are the cases 
where the state is not able to crush the 
insurgents, and the insurgents them-
selves are not strong enough to main-
tain control over their territory with 
any certainty of permanence. The 
outcome can go either way. East Paki-
stan, later Bangladesh, was in a similar 
situation in the 1960s, prior to its rec-
ognition as an independent state by 
the international community. So was 
Nagorno-Karabakh, prior to Azerbai-
jan’s acceptance of an unconditional 
ceasefire on May 12, 1994, following 
Azerbaijan’s failure to crush Karabakh’s 
declared independence.

The international community has 
now seen this reality. The people of 
Nagorno-Karabakh are ready for, and 
have already begun through elections 
and other democratic processes, to 
build their own society and their own 
lives. By now the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic, or Artsakh, has completed 
six presidential and seven parliamen-
tarian election cycles, and held elec-
tions of local governments six times. 
The people of the Artsakh Republic 
are committed to rule of law despite 
continuing adverse social and eco-
nomic conditions.

As the OSCE and its Minsk Group 
co-chairs continue to work with Arme-
nia, Azerbaijan and Artsakh towards a 
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settlement that will determine Art-
sakh’s final status, it is self-evident that 
only a democratically elected leader-
ship enjoying a popular mandate will 
be able to actively and legitimately par-
ticipate in the final negotiations that 
affect the status of their people.

With this in mind, the 1992 Helsin-
ki CSCE Council of Ministers decided 
that elected and other representatives 
of Nagorno-Karabakh should be in-
vited to the Minsk Conference, en-
trusted with defining the final status of 
Nagorno-Karabakh.1 It can be argued 
that self-determination is more legiti-
mate when accompanied by democrat-
ic processes.

Furthermore, democratization and 
self-determination together become 
necessary and inevitable when the for-
mation of a new independent entity 
takes place inside states which are de-
ficient in democracy, and their respect 
of human rights and UN principles is 
unsatisfactory. It is worth mention-
ing that since 2003, Freedom House 
has assessed the unrecognized NKR 
as Partly Free whereas the recognized 
state of Azerbaijan was assessed as Not 
Free; i.e. the citizens of the unrecog-
nized NKR enjoy more political and 

1 CSCE Documents, 20th Plenary Meeting of 
the Permanent Committee of the CSCE, 19 
May 1994, OSCE Documents 1973-1997 on 
CD. 

civil rights than those of recognized 
Azerbaijan.2 

Different self-determination strug-
gles have evolved in different ways. 
Therefore, each should be treated dif-
ferently. Nothing demonstrates this 
more than East Timor’s membership 
in the UN. East Timor’s engagement is 
proof that a blanket rejection of all self-
determination claims is not valid and 
does not take into account the fact that 
these movements are, by their nature, 
not all the same or even similar. 

The international community’s 
challenge continues to be adopting 
policies that will contribute to the 
peaceful solution of each and every 
conflict. In order to maintain adequate 
policies, criteria must be adopted by 
which to characterize and judge each 
case on its own merits in order to 
reach lasting peace. What the people 
of Artsakh and the whole region are 
still waiting for is this kind of lasting 
peace, and most probably this is what 
the people of Azerbaijan would want 
as well.

It has been almost twenty years 
since the meetings in Paris, Key West 
and Kazan, when the international 
2 See Freedom House, Freedom in the 
World/Nagorno-Karabakh/Country Profile. 
https://freedomhouse.org/report/free-
dom-world/2004/nagorno-karabakh; 
Freedom House, Freedom in the World/Azer-
baijan/Country Profile. https://freedom-
house.org/report/freedom-world/2004/azer-
baijan
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community put forth their views on 
the issue. Since then, some Azerbaijani 
officials, out of desperation or igno-
rance, have used every means at their 
disposal to discredit the initiatives of 
the international community, look-
ing for ways to falsely link them to the 
critical issues of the day.

After September 11, wide discus-
sions of the threat of international ter-
rorism prompted Azerbaijan to make 
certain accusations, but things came 
full circle and damaged Azerbaijan’s 
own reputation. Today, as the interna-
tional community speaks of countries’ 
responsibilities towards the UN Secu-
rity Council resolutions, Azerbaijan 
frivolously makes the same accusa-
tions about Armenia, without consid-
ering that Armenia has done exactly 
what the international community ex-
pected: it used its offices with the lead-
ership of Nagorno-Karabakh to help 
find a peaceful solution to this conflict.

Azerbaijan has a choice: to continue 
with manipulation and wishful think-
ing in hopes for a return to a situation 
that is long gone. Or else, it can join 
the international community through 
the offices of the OSCE’s Minsk Group 
co-chairs to continue with the search 
for peace. The unresolved Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict is being presented as 
an element of instability in the region. 
However, the Artsakh Republic itself 
is a stable, established entity which can 
contribute to peace. 

This idea should be spelled out. 
This spring, we will mark the 24th an-
niversary of the world’s longest last-
ing and only self-monitored ceasefire. 
There are two reasons for this success. 
Regardless of the Azerbaijani aggres-
sion in April 2016, Artsakh once again 
proved that it has will, ability, and pow-
er to control its border. One reason 
is that the balance had been achieved 
and recognized. The other, perhaps 
more important reason, is the politi-
cal determination on the Armenian 
sides to avoid bloodshed, and to allow 
people to continue with their lives as 
elected leaders work towards finding a 
solution.

During these 24 years, the people 
of Artsakh have tried to live normal 
lives. This summer, Artsakh marked 27 
years of independence. Its independ-
ent institutions have not only provided 
security but also laid the foundation 
for social, economic and democratic 
development.

In these 27 years, Artsakh has held 7 
presidential elections and 7 parliamen-
tary elections, and developed a sup-
portive infrastructure. Perhaps on the 
anniversary of the ceasefire this spring, 
Artsakh’s leaders and the international 
community can find the resolve to 
codify the common desire for a real-
istic and just resolution. A ceasefire is 
a temporary peace. We can turn the 
world’s longest-lasting self-monitored 
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temporary peace into the world’s first 
self-monitored permanent peace.

In all this, the OSCE has its own 
important contribution to make. And 
in the case of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict, the OSCE is in a unique po-
sition. For more than 24 years, from 
the Minsk Group to its co-chairs, the 
Minsk process has been at the centre of 
a search for a negotiated peaceful solu-
tion to the conflict.3 With elections 
both in Armenia and in Azerbaijan, 
2018 has been a year of inactivity, and 
the very useful and productive presi-
dential dialogue has been interrupted.

The co-chairs are ready to help 
the sides to establish trust building 
measures that will lead to a possibil-
ity of resuming the talks. It would be 
a historic opportunity lost, if the talks, 
when they begin, return to a tabula 
rasa, rather than take advantage of the 
principles and frameworks which have 
already emerged.

And if today a question is asked 
what the prospects are for resolving the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the answer 
again includes the Azerbaijani uncon-
structive and maximalist stance with 

3 John J. Maresca, “Lost Opportunities in 
Negotiating the Conflict over Nagorno Kara-
bakh,” International Negotiation, Volume 1:3 
(1996), 471-499; Moorad Mooradian, “Third 
Party Mediations and Missed Opportunities 
in Nagorno-Karabakh: A Design for Possible 
Solution” (PhD diss., George Mason Univer-
sity, 1996), 434.

hope that time and an arms race will 
help them resolve the issue by force. 

It is probably fair to criticize every 
actor in the Nagorno-Karabakh con-
flict. Since the ceasefire was estab-
lished in 1994, they have not taken 
advantage of the absence of bloodshed 
and gunfire to actually work on healing 
the wounds.

Time and distance were allowed 
to naturally form a scar. There was no 
active engagement to try to bring Ar-
menians and Azerbaijanis closer and 
to create an environment which would 
lead to a lasting solution. The Azer-
baijani elite fear that such interaction 
would justify or legitimize the status 
quo and lead to a conclusion that was 
not of their making. But, there is no 
other choice. Armenians and Azer-
baijanis must move on. Somewhere, 
sometime, they have to draw the line 
on differences and move on to a future 
that is unified.

The obvious question is: do Arme-
nians and Azerbaijanis have the start-
ing point to move forward and to nor-
malize relations?

The outstanding dispute between 
them is the Nagorno-Karabakh con-
flict. Let’s look at the facts. Nagorno-
Karabakh’s population has always been 
and remains largely Armenian. Lin-
guistically, religiously, and culturally, 
the population of Artsakh is Armenian. 
Legally and historically, Artsakh has 
been Armenian for centuries. At the 
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point of the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion, it took advantage of its legal right 
to self-determination.4 Therefore, it 
is unrealistic to expect the Armenians 
to give Azerbaijan the authority over 
Nagorno-Karabakh when it has nev-
er legally or historically belonged to 
Azerbaijan. 

The realization of Artsakh’s peo-
ple’s right to self-determination may 
be achieved through peaceful and 
constructive means within the OSCE 
process. Actually, it was once freely ex-
pressed in a referendum on December 
10, 1991, then twice endorsed in refer-
enda: the adoption of the constitution 
in 2006 and constitutional changes in 
2017. In this regard, it is relevant and 
instructive to consider the implemen-
tation of proposals for achieving self-
determination in other regional con-
texts, which may be used as a model 
for the next steps in the OSCE process. 
In light of these precedents there is a 
critical need for a detailed process for 
achieving self-determination, to which 
the concerned parties can commit in 
advance. Thus, existing precedents 
may help develop an approach of in-
termediate sovereignty as a basis for 
crafting a long-term resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh dispute. Although 

4 Nagorno-Karabakh now meets all of the tra-
ditional requirements for statehood set forth 
by the Montevideo Convention.  Montevideo 
Convention on Rights and Duties of States, 
Art. 1, December 16, 1933, 49 Stat. 3097, 300.

the ceasefire between Artsakh and 
Azerbaijan has lasted for 24 years, for 
the last 7 years it has been sustained 
very poorly. The sides have made com-
mitments to the peaceful settlement of 
the dispute in their official statements. 
However, Azerbaijan has recently sig-
nalled its interest in resolving the dis-
pute through the use of force.

The provision for a third-party 
and/or international presence to over-
see the implementation of the parties’ 
agreement is also crucial for ensuring 
a smooth and efficient transition to 
achieving autonomy and monitoring 
the parties’ fulfilment of their commit-
ments to promote peace and normal-
ize relations with each other.

Central to the exercise of the right 
of self-determination is defining the 
party’s ultimate status and ways in 
which it will be achieved. The process 
for a referendum in which the people 
have the opportunity to express their 
will concerning their status through a 
free and democratic process provides 
more certainty than the precedents 
for deferred negotiation of permanent 
status. The efficiency and reliability of 
the referendum will depend upon the 
pre-determined agreement regarding 
the timing, conditions and require-
ments for the public vote.

On the 24th anniversary of the 
only self-imposed and self-maintained 
ceasefire in the world this year, it is 
desirable that both Armenians and 
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Azerbaijanis commit to a scenario for 
a region of peace and prosperity. Un-
fortunately, this appears to be wishful 
thinking. 

Whether we consider history or 
geography, adopt a long-term politi-
cal perspective, or face the facts on the 
ground, the people of Artsakh have the 
right to live peacefully in their historic 
lands. Nagorno-Karabakh was never 
part of an independent Azerbaijan – 
neither before the Soviet rule, nor after 
the fall of the Soviet empire. Except for 
the Soviet period, Nagorno-Karabakh 
was never under Azerbaijani control.

The men and women of Nagorno-
Karabakh seceded from Soviet Azer-
baijan legally in accordance with the 
constitutional framework of the So-
viet Union, which had incorporated 
Nagorno-Karabakh into Azerbaijan, 
admittedly arbitrarily, in 1923. 

During the Soviet years, its Arme-
nian population was oppressed, their 
rights systematically denied. Hence, 
they repeatedly sought redress. Since 
its legal separation more than a doz-
en years ago, a whole generation has 
grown up in the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic free of Azerbaijani control.

The world has acknowledged that 
the Soviet era has ended. Parties con-
cerned must not continue to define 
regional relations and determination 
of people’s futures based on condi-
tions created by Stalin. His empire 
is dismembered, his construction of 

political and ethnic borders has col-
lapsed, his control has long ended, 
and nobody has to be saddled with 
implementing his unjust vision. Ar-
menians and Azerbaijanis together can 
transcend what history has wrought to 
reach peace and prosperity that reflect 
the desires and rights of the Armenian 
and Azerbaijani peoples. 

The Armenians of Karabakh are not 
going to become Azerbaijanis against 
their will. They were Azerbaijani sub-
jects for the seven Soviet decades, and 
the experience of those years is still 
with them. They were second-class 
citizens in the classless Soviet system: 
excluded, exploited, neglected.

As a result, the Armenians of Na-
gorno-Karabakh utilized all available 
legal channels to protest their condi-
tion during the Soviet era and in its 
final days. Hundreds of thousands of 
people in Nagorno-Karabakh Repub-
lic and Armenia took to the streets to 
create democracy in what appeared to 
be an unbelievably risky move.

However, the people of Karabakh 
knew that the greater risk would have 
been not taking one. They took the risk 
in the conviction that the world be-
lieved self-determination is not just an 
abstract principle but a real right. They 
took the risk to determine their own 
political future, consistent with their 
right to secure their own physical safety 
and socioeconomic survival. The very 
existence of the Armenian population 
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of Nagorno-Karabakh was threatened 
by an Azerbaijani government unwill-
ing to provide development and stabil-
ity for that population. When Armeni-
ans rose for that right, they received a 
response that included massacre and 
deportation. A peaceful, lawful orderly 
call for self-determination turned into 
a military conflict replete with aerial 
bombings and missile attacks.

This unnecessary and wasteful war 
was imposed, initiated, and conducted 
by those without any legitimate claim 
to Nagorno-Karabakh’s territory. The 
evidence is clear. Azerbaijan’s legal 
claim to Nagorno-Karabakh is void 
since Nagorno-Karabakh has never 
been a part of independent Azerbaijan.

In 1920 the League of Nations 
refused to recognize independent 
Azerbaijan’s claim of sovereign con-
trol over territory including Nagorno-
Karabakh, and on that basis rejected 
its membership application to the 
League. In the Memorandum on the 
Application for the Admission of the 
Republic of Azerbaijan to the League 
of Nations, the Secretary General of 
the League of Nations stated, “it may 
be interesting to note that this terri-
tory [i.e. Azerbaijan], occupying a su-
perficial area of 40,000 square miles, 
appears to have never formerly consti-
tuted a State.”5  
5 Vartan Oskanian, Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs of the Republic of Armenia, Speech at 
the World Conference Against Racism, Ra-

And it was to that “territory” that 
the Armenian-populated, Armenian-
ruled, and historically Armenian Na-
gorno-Karabakh was granted by the 
Soviet rulers. As a result, Armenians 
were subjected to systematic massa-
cres, deportations, segregation, dis-
crimination and other expressions of 
intolerance in the ensuing decades.

The only way to escape Azerbaijani 
discrimination and oppression was 
to achieve self-determination for Na-
gorno-Karabakh. Armenians sought 
this continuously during the seven 
decades of Soviet rule and continued 
to expect this basic human right with 
the advent of  “perestroika” and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Massacres and pogroms against the 
Armenian population were organized 
in the Azerbaijani towns and cities of 
Sumgait, Kirovabad and Baku. In its 
turn, this resulted in the exodus of the 
Armenian population from Azerbai-
jan. Armenia became home for some 
500,000 refugees, between the years 
1988-1994. Since then, we in Armenia 
have done everything to ease the bur-
den of the refugees. They have been 
granted all the rights and privileges of 
Armenian citizens. In Azerbaijan, on 
the other hand, the Azerbaijani gov-

cial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related 
Intolerance, Durban, 31 August – 7 Septem-
ber 2001. http://www.un.org/WCAR/state-
ments/armeniaE.htm
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ernment continues to use refugees as 
pawns, keeping them in camps.

As for the second and current Re-
public of Azerbaijan, its separation 
from the Soviet Union coincided 
with Nagorno-Karabakh’s own se-
cession from Azerbaijan, along steps 
prescribed by the Soviet constitution. 
Azerbaijan cannot base its claim on 
Nagorno-Karabakh on Soviet laws 
and acts while simultaneously denying 
the validity of the Soviet legislation in 
providing mechanisms for the inde-
pendence of Nagorno-Karabakh from 
Azerbaijan – mechanisms that were 
scrupulously followed by the people of 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Ironically, it was 
these same mechanisms which Azer-
baijan used for its own indepen dence.

Azerbaijan’s moral claim to Na-
gorno-Karabakh is equally weak given 
its intolerant and violent response 
to Nagorno-Karabakh’s calls for self-
determination. Armenia’s call today is 
what it has been for the last decade: 
with the help of the international com-
munity, to search for a just and lasting 
peace for our region which takes into 
account the realities on the ground and 
the historical context which brought 
us here.

Growing military rhetoric in Azer-
baijani society can be observed to-
day. Moreover, Azerbaijani govern-
ment officials and opinion makers 
continue with their suit of belligerent 
anti-Armenian propaganda and hate 

speech. As Vafa Quluzadeh, the former 
Foreign Policy Adviser to President 
Aliyev, put in his interview to Zerkalo 
newspaper (December 4, 2002): “The 
best option for us is to drive them [Ar-
menians] out of the entire Caucasus 
and it is a great pity that today we have 
to demand the liberation of only those 
Azerbaijani lands that are occupied by 
the Armenians.”

Since 2010, Azerbaijan has initi-
ated more and more escalations, with a 
culmination on April 2-5, 2016, inter-
nationally referred to as a ‘4-Day War.’ 
During those 4 days of escalated ten-
sion, Armenians had about a hundred 
casualties, while Azerbaijan had about 
a thousand.

There is a myth in Azerbaijan – a 
faulty, miscalculated, risky myth about 
oil revenues used to buy armaments. 
Azerbaijan is anticipating the day 
when it will have the resources to pur-
sue a military solution, again. This is 
self-deception.

Azerbaijan has forgotten that 
similar fantasies led them to respond 
militarily to the peaceful demands of 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s population for 
self-determination in 1992. The mili-
tary balance was hugely in their favour 
then, in proportions far greater than 
what they might hope for in the fu-
ture. Still, the moral, historical, legal 
and psychological balance favoured 
the people of Nagorno-Karabakh who 
were fighting for their homes, their 
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families, their security, their lives and 
their futures. The armaments of Azer-
baijan did not then – and cannot ever – 
break the will of the people of Artsakh 
to live freely in their own lands.

Indeed, Azerbaijanis are victims, 
but of their own aggression. They start-
ed the war, one-sidedly. They began 
massacring Armenians and citizens 
of Azerbaijan’s cities: Sumgait, Baku, 
Ganja. This is most irresponsible reac-
tion that a government can have, using 
the most inhuman methods associated 
with pogroms. The war that followed 
changed the world for two generations 
of Armenians who have never lived 
under Azerbaijani rule. Rather than 
remaining prisoners of a Soviet era, 
Azerbaijan’s leadership, both old and 
new, can look to a future of compro-
mise, peace, regional cooperation and 
prosperous development. 

The process of finding a peaceful 
resolution to the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict is not being made easier by 
the fact that Turkey provides blanket 
support for Azerbaijan’s claims on the 
world stage. 

The reasons for the Turkish sup-
port are many, including ethnic, cul-
tural, linguistic, economic and strate-
gic interests. Azerbaijan has succeeded 
in convincing Turkey that blockading 
Armenia will diminish Armenia’s eco-
nomic capacity, undermine its self-
reliance and force it to negotiate from 
a weaker position and hence compel it 

to consider concessions it would not 
otherwise be willing to make in the 
conflict.

Turkey’s and Azerbaijan’s con-
tinued closures of the borders with 
Armenia and NKR are based on the 
demonstrably false premise that Ar-
menia’s weak and collapsing economy 
will force it to accept any solution im-
posed by friend and foe alike. Perhaps, 
Azerbaijan, for a variety of reasons, in-
cluding domestic consumption, needs 
to create and perpetuate the myth of 
Armenia’s utter vulnerability.

Armenia and its economy are not 
collapsing. In fact, the opposite is true. 
Against all odds, Armenia’s economy 
is growing. Our Human Development 
Index is ahead of even Turkey and 
Azerbaijan.

We need to bear in mind the effect 
of Great Power Politics in a complex 
domestic situation and complicated 
inter-country relationships. Russia-
Georgia, U.S.-Iran, and of course Rus-
sia-U.S. relations affect Armenia.

It has been interesting to observe 
the U.S.-Russia relations over the past 
10 years. Unfortunately, Armenia has 
not just been an observer, but was also 
affected by the changing and evolv-
ing nature of this ambiguous relation-
ship. However, one change is clear: the 
world is no longer divided into two 
clean halves. This division disappeared 
with the fall of the Berlin Wall.
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The scope and range of Armenian-
Russian connectedness is extensive. It 
is influenced more and more by the 
presence of a very large and active Ar-
menian Diaspora in Russia economi-
cally, militarily, and politically.

There is of course a myth about 
the degree of Armenia’s dependence 
on the Russian Federation. These as-
sumptions are many. Years ago, it was 
said we were winning the Nagorno-
Karabakh military conflict thanks to 
Russia. Then, Armenia was Russia’s 
bastion in the South, made to be an 
obstacle to NATO expansion or West-
ern penetration into the region. Today, 
it is sometimes still said that Armenia 
is Russia’s stronghold. These myths 
probably arise from the fact that Ar-
menia has a military pact with Russia. 
This pact is motivated, however, by 
Armenia’s own interests, as defence 
against vocal threats from Turkey.

In reality, Armenia’s military ar-
rangements with Russia have not hin-
dered either a dialogue or actual coop-
eration with the U.S. Before the war on 
terrorism, America itself was reticent 
to engage Armenia in military matters, 
given its desire not to offend or irritate 
regional proxies, allies or rivals.

Armenia has never tried to pos-
ture, as some have, as an eager host 
and partner to NATO or the U.S., in 
the hope that through such military 
entanglements, we would expect the 
U.S. or NATO to come to our rescue 

in Nagorno-Karabakh like they did in 
Kosovo. We have always seen Azerbai-
jan’s strategy to provoke a reverse Ko-
sovo in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
as nothing more than crude delusional 
manipulation or naïve wishful thinking.

Actually, the truth lies elsewhere. 
The larger, more crucial and geo-
strategically contingent relationship 
between the U.S. and Russia is what 
will shape the significance and perfor-
mance of Armenia in that triangle, and 
that is no myth.

While the Nagorno-Karabakh con-
flict is not the only unresolved conflict 
in the area, it is the conflict where the 
U.S., together with Russia and France, 
is the most actively, formally and pa-
tiently involved. Everyone expects that 
larger issues of the U.S.-Russia com-
petition or cooperation, global and 
regional, will affect every aspect of the 
process of dealing with this conflict and 
the search for its eventual resolution.

Mediators pursue two policy goals 
in all of these conflicts. One is to resist 
the break-up of the state. The other is 
to search for a peaceful resolution. This 
is done by simultaneously protecting 
the state’s territorial integrity while ar-
guing for full political, civil and human 
rights for all citizens. 

Regarding dozens of such struggles 
around the world, the international 
community repeats the same chorus. 
Sometimes it goes so far as to even sug-
gest some autonomy. The hope is that 
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the offer of such rights will dampen 
the pressures to secede.

There are those that look at the 
OSCE’s last twenty years of involve-
ment as a failure. It would have been 
nice if, via the Minsk process, its de-
rivatives and today’s co-chair arrange-
ment, peace were at hand. But it is 
not, and for that, we cannot continue 
to blame the messengers. Armenia ap-
preciates the coordinated efforts of 
the co-chairs to establish benchmarks, 
which came to be known as the Ma-
drid principles. These is a basis, an un-
derstanding, on which to build further 
progress. Armenian officials repeat-
edly stated that they remained com-
mitted to that framework, to the peace 
process, and would continue to adhere 
to the progress that has been made. 

What is happening in Artsakh to-
day? Actually, the process of state 
building in Artsakh has never stopped. 
The Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous 
Oblast has transformed into the Na-
gorno-Karabakh Republic, and now 
it is in the process of developing state 
structures into truly viable institu-
tions, as well as of returning to its his-
torical name of Artsakh. We have to 
recognize that state building does not 
just imply existence of institutions but 
also of a common identity. As men-
tioned in the 2009 edition of IPR, “the 
declaration of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic coincided with the process 
of state building and the creation of 

government structures. Initially, the 
Republic opted for a democratic dis-
tribution of power between the legisla-
tive, executive, and judicial branches of 
the government. However, the military 
aggression of the Azerbaijani Republic 
against the people of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh introduced slight modifications 
into the performance of the govern-
ment branches with a view to with-
stand the challenges of the war and the 
threat of physical destruction.”6

The Republic of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh today is a sovereign, democratic, 
legal and social state. Its government 
system is based on the principles of 
division and balance of the legisla-
tive, executive and judicial branches, 
and differentiations of powers of cen-
tral and local authorities. In the NKR, 
power lies with the people, who exer-
cise it through free elections and refer-
enda as well as through state and local 
self-governing bodies and public offi-
cials as provided by the Constitution.

The referendum conducted on 
December 10, 2006 on the adoption 
of the NKR Constitution was a major 
step towards democratic governance 
and the consolidation of the principle 
of power division. The referendum in 
2017 made changes in governance by 
moving from a semi-presidential sys-

6 Institute of Political Research, “Republic of 
Nagorno-Karabakh: Process of State Build-
ing at the Crossroad of Centuries” (Yerevan 
2009), 22-23.
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tem towards pure presidential. At the 
same time, the new Constitution en-
visages the increase of direct partici-
pation of citizens in public affairs by 
providing them with the right to leg-
islative initiative, including proposing 
amendments to the Constitution.

People in Artsakh value democ-
racy and human rights. As stipulated 
by the Constitution of the Nagorno-
Karabakh Republic, the state protects 
the fundamental rights and freedoms 
of people and citizens according to 
the universal principles and norms 
of international law. Chapter 2 of the 
Constitution of the NKR on “Funda-
mental Human and Civil Rights and 
Freedoms and Obligations” ensures 
the protection of the whole complex 
of human, civil and political, social, 
economic and cultural rights in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh Republic. The 
Constitution of the Artsakh Republic 
also ensures the protection of human 
rights via the democratic institute of 
the Defender of Human Rights of the 
Republic. Local self-government is 
based on elections, where members of 
the community elect local self-govern-
ing bodies, the council of community 
elders (the representative body) and 
the head of the community (the execu-
tive body) for a three-year term. 

The position of Artsakh is based on 
the idea of the legitimacy of its strug-
gle for independence by analogy with 
cases worldwide. In their efforts to 

persuade the international communi-
ty that Artsakh has all the recognized 
principal attributes of statehood, the 
authorities of Artsakh point in par-
ticular to the practice of forming in-
stitutes of governance through free 
democratic elections. For example, in 
2007, the then NKR President Arkadi 
Ghukasyan left the presidential office 
after two terms; in 2004, an opposition 
candidate was elected mayor of NKR’s 
capital, Stepanakert. The leaders of the 
NKR also constantly point out the fact 
that the level of democracy in the NKR 
is much higher than in Azerbaijan. 

The foreign policy of the Artsakh 
Republic is formed and carried out in 
line with the universal principles and 
norms of the international law. The 
republic is independent in the choice 
and conduct of its foreign policy. It es-
tablishes and maintains relations with 
other international actors and organi-
zations as well as ensures its official 
representation in both international 
and regional meetings. The Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Artsakh Re-
public from its establishment in 1993 
has been in charge of the formation 
and implementation of the country’s 
foreign policy. Artsakh has effectively 
established permanent missions in the 
largest states and regions of the world: 
Permanent Mission in the Republic of 
Armenia (residence Yerevan), Perma-
nent Mission in the Russian Federa-
tion (residence Moscow), Permanent 
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Mission in the United States of Amer-
ica (residence Washington D.C.), Per-
manent Mission in France (residence 
Paris), Permanent Mission in Germa-
ny (residence Berlin), Permanent Mis-
sion in Australia (residence Sidney), 
Permanent Mission in the Middle East 
(residence Beirut).

The Nagorno-Karabakh peace pro-
cess cannot unfold without the partici-
pation of the legitimate authorities of 
Artsakh Republic. As the Deputy For-
eign Minister of Artsakh Armine Alek-
sanyan said recently at the European 
Parliament, “Karabakh is a country, 
not a conflict.”7 

The population of Artsakh cannot 
forever live in uncertainty and eco-
nomic isolation. It has a yearning not 
only for peace but also for democracy 
and prosperity. The people of Artsakh 
have fought for their legal and consti-
tutional right for self-determination, as 
well as for their very self-preservation. 
The irony is that today, the same peo-
ple are convinced that only a just and 
fair negotiated settlement will bring 

7 Armenian Legal Center for Justice and Hu-
man Rights, Tufenkian Foundation, and Eu-
ropean Armenian Federation for Justice and 
Democracy, “ ‘Nagorno Karabakh Must Be 
the Primary Subject and Not an Object of the 
Peace Process’ Say Prominent International 
Scholars,” February 28, 2018. http://eafjd.eu/
RemedialSecessionPr.html

them what they fought for: the right 
to live peacefully and securely on their 
lands. They are willing and ready to 
negotiate such a settlement. Armeni-
ans are voluntary and active members 
of the international community and 
organizations such as the UN, OSCE, 
and Council of Europe because we be-
lieve in principles. Individual security 
is dependent on our collective securi-
ty. There is no security without coop-
eration. This is as true for Artsakh as it 
is for Armenia or Azerbaijan.

Let me finish by citing the former 
Ambassador of the USA to Armenia, 
John Evans, who said, “The people of 
Artsakh just want to live their lives in 
peace and freedom. Even though the 
status of the Republic of Artsakh has 
not yet been finally determined, the 
people of Artsakh possess, and should 
enjoy, the same rights as all the rest of 
us, and ought not to be quarantined by 
the rest of humanity.”8

8 John Evans, “Will Trump Ignore a Visit 
from the President of Nagorno-Karabakh?” 
National Interest, March 11, 2018. https://na-
tionalinterest.org/feature/will-trump-ignore-
visit-the-president-nagorno-karabakh-24848
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P e a C e m a k I n g

Confidence-building measures 
(CBMs) are widely seen as 
an effective way to move pro-

tracted conflicts closer to a ne go tiated 
settlement, or at least avoid a violent 
escalation. These measures, which 
span both military and civilian con-
tacts and dialogue, are intended to help 
(re)build trust and foster more coop-
erative attitudes. Confidence-building 
measures in support of the Nagorno-
Karabakh peace process have long 
been considered, but they have met 
considerable obstruction from both 
sides of the conflict, especially in the 
last decade. Amanda Paul and Dennis 
Sammut argue that although “some 
measures have been enacted in the ci-
vilian sphere, none have yet been suc-
cessful in the military sphere.”1 

The constraints on confidence-
building measures have been little 
analysed in the academic literature. 
The assumption seems to be that “if 
CBMs won’t work, nothing else will,”2 
but the effective implementation of 

1 Amanda Paul, and Dennis Sammut, “Nagorno-Karabakh: Is it Time to Bring Peacekeeping and 
Confidence Building Back on the Agenda?” Discussion Paper, European Policy Centre (Septem-
ber 29, 2016), 5.
2 Marie-France Desjardins, Rethinking Confidence-Building Measures (London: Routledge, 
2005), 4.
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CBMs depends on political will to compromise and a preparedness to engage 
with difficult political issues.3 Without this, CBMs are at best ineffective and 
may be counterproductive.4 This paper discusses the need for CBMs in the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict and examines the significant obstacles to the effective 
implementation of such measures. It begins by analysing the purpose of CBMs 
and why they are so badly needed in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. It then ex-
amines the obstacles faced, in particular in conflicts involving de facto states. In 
such conflicts, CBMs tend to be perceived through the lens of maximalist posi-
tions on territorial integrity and self-determination. The paper then discusses 
the lessons learned from other similar conflicts, it analyses the opposition CBMs 
have faced in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, and concludes with an exploration 
of possible ways forward. The analysis suggests that CBMs should be explicitly 
linked to the peace process and although they can start out with less controver-
sial, technical questions they should overtime move on to more politically sensi-
tive issues and locations. 

WHy BOTHER WITH CONFIDENCE-BUILDING? 
A wide range of measures come under the heading of confidence-building meas-
ures. The term originates in Cold War measures designed to address specific 
military concerns, in particular the risk of accidental war between the two super-
powers. However the concept was later extended to include measures to increase 
dialogue and build trust, and came to include civilian as well as military meas-
ures.5

CBMs are intended to give the conflict parties reason to believe that promises 
will be honoured: that ceasefires will not be violated and negotiated settlements 
will be implemented.6 The purpose of CBMs is to manage uncertainty,7 and put-
ting such measures in place is likely to bolster peace talks.8 CBMs may even be 

3 Desjardins 2005; Marc Behrendt, “Civil Society and Confidence Building,” Discussion Paper, 
Chairmanship Workshop on Economic and Environmental Activities of the OSCE as Confi-
dence Building Measures (May 30, 2011).
4 Ibid.
5 Desjardins 2005; Paul, and Sammut 2016.
6 Behrendt 2011, 2.
7 Desmond Ball, “A New Era in Confidence Building: A Second-track Process in the Asia/Pacific 
Region,” Security Dialogue, 25:2 (1994), 165.
8 Timothy D. Sisk, “Peacemaking Processes: Preventing Recurring Violence in Ethnic Con-
flicts,” in Ira Willim Zartman, ed. Preventive Negotiation: Avoiding Conflict Escalation (Rowman 
& Littlefield, 2000), 85.
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a precondition for serious talks to begin. Pruitt argues that leaders will only be 
ready to negotiate in earnest once they are optimistic that a mutually accept-
able settlement can result from the talks.9 The required trust is often fostered 
through pre-negotiation communication or through concessions made as part 
of the talks.10

CBMs can also affect acceptance of risks. Uncertainty poses a challenge to 
all peace processes: the greater the uncertainty, the less likely the parties are to 
accept a compromise solution.11 But the willingness of conflict parties to accept 
uncertainty is affected by the perception of stakes. If the stakes are perceived to 
be high, for example if the elimination or subjugation of the community is seen 
as a real possibility, then attitudes are likely to remain essentialist rather than 
pragmatic.12 In fact, as Rui de Figueiredo and Barry Weingast have argued, if 
the risk of getting it wrong is seen as potentially catastrophic, then it becomes 
rational to refuse compromise, even if the probability of such an outcome is per-
ceived as fairly low.13 CBMs are intended to address both uncertainty and the 
perception of stakes: is the other side likely to honour its commitment and what 
happens if it does not? This means that CBMs, and their effects, cannot be ana-
lysed in isolation from the substantive peace talks and wider conflict dynamics. 

THE NEED FOR CONFIDENCE-BUILDING IN THE NAGORNO-
KARABAKH CONFLICT
In the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, CBMs have been proposed for two main rea-
sons. First, CBMs have been suggested as a practical measure to avoid further 
escalation of the conflict and bring the parties back to the negotiating table.14 
Such calls intensified following the four days of military clashes in April 2016. 
For example, Carey Cavanaugh and Paul B. Stares argued that the risk of armed 
conflict could be reduced by military-to-military contacts and other confidence- 
and security-building measures, such as “notifying the other of planned military 

9 Dean G. Pruitt, “The Evolution of Readiness Theory,” in Mauro Galluccio, ed. Handbook of 
International Negotiation ( Springer, 2015), 123-138.
10 Ibid.
11 Sisk 2000.
12 Sisk 2000, 84.
13 Rui de Figueiredo, and Barry Weingast, “The Rationality of Fear: Political Opportunism and 
Ethnic Conflict,” in Barbara F. Walter, and Jack Snyder, eds. Civil Wars, Insecurity, and Intervention 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 261-302.
14 Paul and Sammut 2000, 2. 
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exercises.”15 The US co-chair of the Minsk Group similarly called for confidence-
building measures to deter accidental flare-ups of violence, including the remov-
al of snipers from the Line of Contact, deployment of (additional) international 
observers and new electronic equipment.16 In addition, Cavanaugh and Stares 
suggested non-military CBMs such as technical dialogue between the two sides 
and an increase in civil society contacts.17 

Second, CBMs have been proposed as a precondition for a sustainable settle-
ment. Paul and Sammut argue that a negotiated settlement “needs to be accom-
panied by CBMs of a civilian and military nature… It is going to take huge effort 
and political commitment, and not inconsiderable resources, for any Nagorno-
Karabakh settlement to last more than a few weeks.”18 They argue that there is a 
need for building trust at all levels: from the top of the military hierarchy to the 
local population of villages and settlements.19 At least a minimal level of trust 
will be necessary for the successful implementation of a settlement, especially if 
a level of co-existence is envisaged. 

The Minsk Group has mostly been focused on the former purpose of confi-
dence-building, although some co-chairs have been more open to the need for a 
broader process. I will however argue that there is a third reason for promoting 
CBMs in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict: the framework principles that form 
the basis for the current talks. The interim agreement that is proposed requires a 
not inconsiderable level of trust between the two sides. The basic principles, also 
known as the Madrid Principles, which have been on the table for more than a 
decade, rely on a core ambiguity. The parties cannot agree on the final status of 
Nagorno-Karabakh and the issue of sovereignty is therefore both deferred and 
fudged. Status is to be determined by a “legally binding expression of will,”20 but 
only following an interim period, which includes the withdrawal of Armenian 
troops from the districts surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh. Such a formula only 
works if both sides are confident that their objective will prevail in the end, and 

15 Carey Cavanaugh, and Paul B. Stares, “A Simmering Crisis Over Nagorno-Karabakh,” Council 
on Foreign Relations, September 22, 2017. https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/simmering-cri-
sis-over-nagorno-karabakh
16 Arman Tarjimanyan, “US Calls for Confidence-Building Measures in Nagorno-Karaback,” 
Voice of America News, August 11, 2017.
17 Cavanaugh, and Stares 2017. 
18 Paul, and Sammut 2016, 2.
19 Paul, and Sammut 2016, 3.
20 OSCE, Statement by the OSCE Minsk Group Co-Chair Countries, July 10, 2009. https://
www.osce.org/mg/51152
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are able to sell this interpretation to their followers. The framework is therefore 
deliberately ambiguous. 

This kind of interim framework is associated with high levels of uncertainty 
when it comes to the length of the interim period, the options available in the 
“expression of will” and the electorate for this exercise. For the Armenian side, 
this uncertainty is compounded by a lack of agreement on who will provide se-
curity guarantees in the interim period, and thereby ensure that the promised 
vote is actually implemented. This uncertainty has been deepened further by 
recent discussions of a ‘Madrid lite’ formula, which would paper over the issue of 
a referendum21 and simply defer the issue of final status. Uncertainty is however 
also an issue for the Azerbaijani side who are worried that they could inadvert-
ently accept a proposal that will end up with a solution that the leaders cannot 
accept and cannot sell to their followers: the independence of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh.22 Other uncertainties relate to return of Azeri refugees and IDPs and their 
position during and after the interim period. 

Acceptance of a compromise solution requires leaders to take a leap of faith 
and this necessitates a level of trust in the proposed agreement and its implemen-
tation, and therefore in the opposing side. But the leap of faith required appears 
to be particularly great if the proposal on the table is an interim agreement which 
defers and fudges the final decision on the core issue of the conflict. Mistrust 
therefore becomes a significant obstacle, not just to the sustainability of the set-
tlement, but to the willingness of the two sides to sign it in the first place. 

There is therefore a pressing need for confidence-building to support the 
Nagorno-Karabakh peace process. However, the obstacles to such confidence-
building are also significant and linked to each side’s position on the final status 
of the contested territory. 

CONFIDENCE-BUILDING MEASURES: OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES 
I.W. Zartman has argued that attitude change is a precondition for successful 
negotiations. This can either happen separately from the substantive negotia-
tions or concomitantly with these. In the former scenario, the change in attitude 
21 Chatham House meeting attended by the author, 2016; Laurence Broers, “Decisive Diploma-
cy Essential to Securing Fragile Nagorny Karabakh Ceasefire,” Chatham House, April 11, 2016. 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/decisive-diplomacy-essential-securing-
fragile-nagorny-karabakh-ceasefire
22 Tabib Huseynov, “Mountainous Karabakh: New Paradigms for Peace and Development in the 
21st Century,” International Negotiation 15: 1 (2010), 19.
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is a precondition for positive-sum negotiations. In the latter, the negotiations 
themselves be come a vehicle for, and an il lus tra tion of, changes in attitudes.23 
Howe ver, the sequencing of CBMs is likely to matter for the willingness of the 
conflict parties to accept such measures. Moreover, the tensions bet ween the 
two sides may run so high that CBMs become near-impossible to implement. 
In these cases, the leaders may worry about a domestic backlash if they agree to 
CBMs or they are concerned that such measures would confer legitimacy on the 
opposing side. 

As a consequence of such obstacles, it can take years for CBMs to be ac-
cepted. For example it took almost two decades before the leaders of North and 
South Korea were willing to engage in direct talks and it was not until 1990 that 
the prime minister of North Korea visited Seoul for the first time. Yet in 1991 the 
Basic Agreement on Reconciliation, Non-Aggression, Exchanges and Coopera-
tion was reached, which included a pledge to promote economic cooperation 
and the reunion of family members, and a commitment to work towards a full 
peace treaty. The following year, the two sides accepted each other as legitimate 
partners in negotiations.24 This example shows that it is possible to overcome 
deep divisions, and concerns over bestowing legitimacy on the other side, and 
accept CBMs. However, the acceptance of CBMs was aided by the fact that both 
sides shared the goal of a reunited Korea.25 Although South Korea preferred a 
gradual approach to unification, while North Korea favoured a rapid step, they 
agreed that one Korea was the end goal. Since 2000, the two regimes also agree 
on the goal of a confederation.26 This underlying consensus has made it possible 
for the two Koreas to contest some international sporting events as a single team 
under the Korean Unification Flag. 

The sequencing of CBMs before substantive peace talks is more likely to be 
resisted in conflicts involving a separatist claim, especially if the contested ter-
ritories are beyond the control of the central government. In this context, the 
government may worry that the initiation of dialogue and civil society contacts 
will not only legitimise the break-away entity but also normalise and consoli-
date the separation. Although the Georgian government has adopted an engage-

23 Ira William Zartman, “Preventive Diplomacy: Setting the Stage,” in Ira William Zartman, ed. 
Preventive Negotiation: Avoiding Conflict Escalation (Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 1-18.
24 Sukyong Choi, “Divided States,” in Ira William Zartman, ed. Preventive Negotiations: Avoiding 
Conflict Escalation (Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 91-112.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
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ment policy for its breakaway regions, with the explicit purpose of enabling their 
peaceful reintegration,27 such links remain highly controversial. Opponents fear 
that these CBMs will “cement de facto realities on the ground” and leave no in-
centives for the contested territories to reintegrate.28 Moreover, opposition par-
ties have alleged that such links are concessions to Russia.29 CBMs could, in case 
of significant external involvement, be seen to legitimise what the parent state 
regard as an occupation. Perhaps more surprisingly, the leaders of de facto states 
may also reject the initiation of dialogue and other links with their de jure par-
ent state, even if they precede substantive talks.30 CBMs risk undermining their 
arguments for separation,31 and extensive links could also lead to charges that 
their independence is “imagined.”32 

Even so, the willingness to accept CBMs varies significantly between con-
flicts involving de facto states. In the case of Cyprus, we have seen an increasing 
emphasis on confidence-building measures, in the form of contacts between the 
Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities and bi-communal technical 
committees that allow for dialogue and collaboration on issues not directly re-
lated to the issue of status.33 In Moldova, we also see a variety of CBMs, both 
in the form of a technical process, with eight expert working groups, that aim 
to increase confidence between the two sides of the Dniester river, and sectoral 
confidence-building initiatives which also contribute to cross-river cooperation 
and dialogue.34 In both of these cases, CBMs are not separate from talks aimed at 

27 Government of Georgia, State Strategy on Occupied Territories: Engagement through Co-
operation (2010), 1. http://gov.ge/files/225_31228_851158_15.07.20-StateStrategyonOccu-
piedTerritories-EngagementThroughCooperation(Final).pdf
28 Magdalena Grono, “Isolation of Post-Soviet Conflict Regions Narrows the Road to Peace,” In-
ternational Crisis Group, November 23, 2016. https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-a-
sia/caucasus/isolation-post-soviet-conflict-regions-narrows-road-peace
29 Thomas de Waal, “Enhancing the EU’s Engagement with Separatist Territories,” Carnegie 
Europe, January 17, 2017. http://carnegieeurope.eu/2017/01/17/enhancing-eu-s-engage-
ment-with-separatist-territories-pub-67694
30 Nina Caspersen, “Recognition, Status Quo or Reintegration: Engagement with De Facto 
States,” Ethnopolitics, Volume 17: 4 (August 1, 2018), 373-389.
31 Ibid. 
32 Helge Blakkisrud and Pål Kolstø, “From Secessionist Conflict Toward a Functioning State: 
Processes of State- and Nation-Building in Transnistria,” Post-Soviet Affairs, 27:2 (2011), 191.
33 Caspersen 2018. 
34 European Commission, Action Fiche for Confidence Building Measures (2013). https://
ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/enpi_2013_c2013_5199_an-
nual_action_programme_for_moldova_confidence_building_measures.pdf
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reaching a substantive solution. In fact, the two are closely linked.35 The Cypriot 
government accepted engagement with Turkish Cypriot institutions as a means 
to prepare the ground for reunification,36 but insisted that the bicommunal tech-
nical committees created for this purpose had to be part of the formal peace pro-
cess.37 The sequencing of CBMs has also proved controversial in the Transnis-
trian conflict. A public letter sent to the Moldovan government by several dozen 
experts and civil society leaders opposed any flexibility on two of the technical 
questions discussed by the working groups, unless it followed “an explicit agenda 
of reintegrating the breakaway territory.”38 However, the stalled negotiation pro-
cess has recently restarted and we have seen progress in both the 5+2 diplomatic 
talks and the technical issues.39 

In addition to the demand for an explicit link with the settlement talks, parent 
states typically insist on significant limitations on CBMs with de facto states, for 
example when it comes to direct dealings with the de facto authorities. The pur-
pose of such restrictions is to avoid normalising and legitimising the status quo, 
and also to ensure that non-recognition has a cost and reunification can there-
fore be presented as a carrot.40 CBMs in conflicts involving de facto states will 
therefore be constrained, but there is space for manoeuvre, especially if there is 
progress in the settlement talks and if the breakaway entity is not completely op-
posed to some form of reintegration. However, there has so far been little space 
for CBMs in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.

OBSTACLES TO CONFIDENCE-BUILDING MEASURES IN THE 
NAGORNO-KARABAKH CONFLICT
The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict can be described as a “chronic conflict,” which 
has become “embedded in the social, political and economic systems of the con-
flict area.” It has an all-embracing character and neutral space has, as a result, 

35 Stefan Wolff, The Transnistrian Issue: Moving Beyond the Status Quo, The European Parlia-
ment’s Committee on Foreign Affairs (October 2012).
36 Author’s interviews with Ambassador Andreas Mavroyiannis, chief negotiator of the Greek 
Cypriot community, Nicosia, June 12, 2017.
37 Author’s interview with Dr Alexandros Lordos, Director of the Centre for Sustainable Peace 
and Democratic Development, Nicosia, June 13, 2017.
38 Thomas de Waal, “Ever-Intractable Transdniestria,” Carnegie Europe, November 22, 2016. 
http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/66224
39 Thomas de Waal, “Moldove’s Conflict: Unfreezing in a Good Way?” Carnegie Europe, March 
6, 2018. http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/75712
40 Author’s interview with Costa Contini, political analyst, Nicosia, June 13, 2017. 
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become “squeezed, if not irrelevant or even irrational.”41 This squeezing of neu-
tral space very much characterises attitudes towards contacts between Azerbai-
jan and Armenia and, in particular, contacts between Azerbaijan and Nagorno-
Karabakh. Any initiative aimed at fostering confidence and trust is interpreted 
in terms of their perceived effect on the status of the contested territory. The 
neutral space has become increasingly squeezed over the years and has by now 
become virtually eliminated. This reflects both changes in leadership on both 
sides and an increasing consolidation of the status quo – or the perception of 
such consolidation. 

The Azerbaijani government has taken a hard line on CBMs and is refusing 
even military CBMs along the Line of Contact.42 Any measures that are seen to 
“prolong or strengthen the status quo, or extend the legitimacy of the de facto 
authorities in Nagorno-Karabakh” are strongly opposed.43 For example, a pro-
posal to withdraw snipers was rejected out of fear that it would consolidate the 
status quo, and President Aliyev stated that he would reject an incident investi-
gating mechanism if it was meant to freeze the conflict.44 One consequence of 
this fear of cementing the status quo is the insistence that CBMs are conditional 
on progress in the peace talks.45 When addressing the issue of the investigation 
mechanism, Aliyev made clear that such a measure would only be considered in 
the context of “positive dynamics in the negotiation process,” demanding that 
the withdrawal of Armenian forces from the districts surrounding Nagorno-
Karabakh had to start first.46 Sequencing is seen as crucial by the Azerbaijani 
side and CBMs cannot be a precondition for the start of substantive talks. 

As we saw above, this is not an unusual position for parent states to take, but 
what is unusual is the conclusion that this necessitates the almost complete rejec-
tion of CBMs, both in the form of civilian and military measures. The Azerbaijani 
government is refusing direct contacts with the Karabakh authorities and it is an 
41 Roger Mac Ginty, No War, No Peace: The Rejuvenation of Stalled Peace Processes and Peace Ac-
cords (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 77-8.
42 International Crisis Group, Nagorno-Karabakh’s Gathering War Clouds, Europe & Central 
Asia, Report no. 244 ( June 1, 2017), 22. https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/cau-
casus/nagorno-karabakh-azerbaijan/244-nagorno-karabakhs-gathering-war-clouds
43 Paul, and Sammut 2016, 3. 
44 Ibid.
45 Magdalena Grono, “Politics and Security Hold Each Other Hostages in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh,” International Crisis Group, Commentary/ Europe&Central Asia, January 18, 2018. 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/caucasus/nagorno-karabakh-azerbaijan/pol-
itics-and-security-hold-each-other-hostage-nagorno-karabakh
46 Paul, and Sammut 2016. 
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offense for Azerbaijani citizens to travel to Nagorno-Karabakh, which is regarded 
as occupied territory. In other conflicts involving de facto states, we see pragmatic 
departures from such policies, but Baku does not waver from its policy of complete 
isolation of Nagorno-Karabakh. Contacts with Armenia are also severely restrict-
ed, and a number of Azerbaijani NGOs engaged in people-to-people contacts with 
Armenian counterparts have been put under investigation and accused of being 
traitors.47 This demonstrates that concerns over implied recognition of Nagorno-
Karabakh or consolidation of the status quo are not the only factors at play.

The Armenian side is usually more supportive of CBMs and insist that such 
measures are implemented before the substance of a future settlement can be 
discussed.48 For example, Aram Sargsyan, leader of the Democratic Party of Ar-
menia, stated, “Progress is impossible unless confidence-building measures are 
worked out.”49 Yet this support for CBMs does depend on the specific form of 
these measures. Contacts between the militaries of Armenia and Azerbaijan have 
been a taboo on both sides,50 and while the website of the Nagorno-Karabakh of-
fice in Washington DC notes that the Karabakh authorities have “called to elimi-
nate the atmosphere of hostility and hatred in the region by a joint realization of 
minor projects of mutual benefit,” it also emphasises that any conflict resolution 
initiatives must take into account “the realities in place,” i.e. Karabakh’s de facto 
independence.51 This position helps explain the rejection of Azerbaijan’s pro-
posals for promoting relations between the Armenian Karabakh community and 
the Azerbaijani Karabakh community.52 This form of CBM does not legitimise 
the de facto authorities, by implying that they are of equal status to the Azerbai-
jani government. Rather it treats the Karabakh authorities as community rep-
resentatives, and may indeed intend to bypass them altogether, and implies the 
equal position of the two Karabakh communities. The Armenian position is that 
CBMs should ensure and entrench the continuation of the status quo.53

CBMs are clearly viewed in an instrumental way, as a means to promoting 
47 Paul, and Sammut 2016, 6.
48 Grono 2018.
49 Siranush Ghazanchyan, “Progress in Karabakh Talks Impossible unless Confidence-Building 
Measures Are Implemented,” Public Radio of Armenia, June 15, 2017. http://www.armradio.
am/en/2017/06/15/progress-in-karabakh-talks-impossible-unless-confidence-building-mea-
sures-are-implemented/
50 Paul, and Sammut, 5. 
51 State-building/Sovereignty, Office of the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic. http://www.nkrusa.
org/nk_conflict/sovereignty.shtml
52 Paul and Sammut 3.
53 Ibid.
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each side’s preferred final status for Nagorno-Karabakh.54 But although we see 
less pragmatism in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict than in other conflicts, these 
positions do not result in clear and rigid red lines. Paul and Sammut point out 
that both sides have been willing to depart from their positions when it serves 
their interests.55 For example, when faced with the risk of exclusion from region-
al or international governing bodies, both Armenia and Azerbaijan have been 
willing to make friendly gestures to one another in the framework of interna-
tional cultural and sporting events. Their position on CBMs has also not been 
static, which illustrates that they are not determined by the conflict issue and 
depth of divisions. However, we have seen the neutral space, and thereby the 
space for CBMs, being squeezed over the years. As Laurence Broers pointed out, 
“the political environment for peace-building is less favourable than it was five 
years ago, and much less so than during the 1998-2001 era, the high point for 
Armenian-Azerbaijani confidence-building measures.”56 For example, civil soci-
ety contacts, even between NGOs based in Baku and Nagorno-Karabakh, used 
to be possible. Thus, in 1994 and 1995, the Karabakh NGO, ‘Helsinki Initia-
tive 1992’ was able to bring representatives of Azerbaijani NGOs to Stepanakert, 
and in 2001, 11 members of the Karabakh NGOs went to Baku to visit the Hu-
man Rights Centre of Azerbaijan.57 However restrictions from the Azerbaijani 
authorities have now made such initiatives virtually impossible. In the past, the 
Minsk Group co-chairs have also crossed the LoC on foot. Doing so requires a 
certain amount of coordination between the sides and can therefore be consid-
ered a CBM.58 The space for CBMs has not only been squeezed on the Azerbai-
jani side. The South Caucasus Parliamentary Initiative (SCPI), which involved 
members of parliament from Armenia and Azerbaijan, had some success pro-
moting dialogue between 2002 and 2006, but the Armenian MPs subsequently 
stopped attending meetings.59

The four days of fighting in April 2016, and fears of further escalation, led to 
international pressure for CBMs. In response, the two presidents agreed to in-

54 Ibid.
55 State-building/Sovereignty, Office of the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic.
56 Laurence Broers, “Confidence-Building in the Karabakh Conflict: What Next?” Journal of 
Conflict Transformation, Caucasus Edition, February 18, 2014. http://caucasusedition.net/confi-
dence-building-in-the-karabakh-conflict-what-next/
57 Vincenc Kopecek, Tomas Hoch, and Vladimir Baar, “Conflict Transformation and Civil Soci-
ety: The Case of Nagorno-Karabakh,” Europe-Asia Studies, 68: 3 (2016), 441-459.
58 Paul, and Sammut 2016.
59 Ibid.
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crease the number of OSCE observers on the front line and create a mechanism 
for investigating incidents. However, these measures have yet to be implement-
ed and especially the latter is proving controversial.60 The small territorial gains 
made in 2016 have led to hopes in Azerbaijan that the status quo can be broken 
and the Azerbaijani government is therefore even less likely to accept measures 
seen to consolidate the current situation. 

This analysis has shown how willingness to accept CBMs is closely linked to 
perceptions of the status quo and to progress in the peace talks, or the absence 
of such progress. Confidence-building cannot be treated as separate from the 
peace process and wider conflict dynamics. But this does not mean that they are 
merely a consequence of changing conflict dynamics. The causality goes both 
ways: progress in the substantive talks makes it easier to implement effective 
CBMs, but this will in turn underpin and strengthen the peace talks and make 
it easier for the two sides to take a leap into the relative unknown and accept a 
negotiated settlement. 

POSSIBLE WAyS FORWARD
CBMs in the Nagorno-Karabakh con flict face a number of highly sig ni ficant con-
straints. These are related to both the core issue of the conflict (sovereignty/final 
status) and the tensions between the two sides. The space for CBMs is increas-
ingly squeezed. Rhetoric on both sides has grown progressive worse, the socie-
ties are ready for war and even preparing for it,61 and memories of co-existence 
are rapidly fading. There is therefore little doubt that CBMs will be difficult to 
promote. Yet, as I have argued above, they are very much needed in order for the 
current framework to be a viable option. What are the possible ways forward?

Lessons from other conflicts involving de facto states would suggest that 
these measures have to be explicitly tied to the settlement talks. Otherwise it 
will be near-impossible to overcome Azerbaijani fears of consolidating the status 
quo. The two processes should ideally proceed in tandem and they can thereby 
reinforce each other. Increased confidence would reduce the perceived stakes 
and result in greater willingness to accept uncertainty. This would facilitate the 
substantive talks which would, in turn, help foster dialogue and cooperation. 
However, we are currently very far from such a self-reinforcing positive process. 
Something is needed to kick-start this process.

Improved rhetoric would help. As Behrendt argues, the effectiveness of 
60 Grono 2018.
61 Chatham House discussion attended by the author, February 2018.
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CBMs in building trust very much depends on perceived intent and generous 
gestures could be undermined by bellicose rhetoric, even if this is primarily in-
tended for a domestic audience.62 Similarly, Broers points out that a prerequisite 
for cross-border initiatives is the toning down of rhetoric, otherwise the risk to 
participants will be perceived as too high.63 

It has been suggested that CBMs could be implemented by non-state actors,64 
and that meetings should take place on neutral ground. Similarly, a focus on tech-
nical issues has been recommended65 and it is commonly emphasised that such 
technical dialogue should not include Nagorno-Karabakh, although it could be 
extended at a later date. The intention behind such depolitisation of CBMs is 
clearly to address Azerbaijani objections, but still enable the gradual easing of 
tensions. The problem is that such CBMs may have limited impact. As Behrendt 
argues, effective CBMs are not focused on safe issues: they should involve politi-
cally sensitive issues and be based on a “conscious buy-in to the need to build 
the other side’s confidence.”66 Ineffective initiatives could undermine support 
for CBMs and result in a more hardline position.67 This is another argument 
for linking CBMs explicitly to the peace process and be open about what they 
are trying to achieve, for example by presenting them as a first step of a staged 
process. This could reassure Baku. Moreover, after the initial phase of technical 
dialogue, the process should, if at all possible, be extended to Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. In order to address Azerbaijan’s concerns, it has been argued that this may 
have to be informal and within an explicit framework of “engagement without 
recognition.”68 However, this would have to be presented in a way that is not seen 
to prejudge the final settlement, as this would almost certainly lead the Arme-
nian side to boycott the measures. 

Finally, the high level of uncertainty contained in the Basic Principles is an 
issue. This increases the need for CBMs, but also makes them harder for the 
parties to accept. International actors could seek to reduce these uncertainties 
by providing guarantees for the interim period: lower the stakes by reducing the 
cost of miscalculating the intentions of the other side.

62 Behrendt 2011. 
63 Broers 2014.
64 Paul, and Sammut 2016, 6-7. 
65 Cavanaugh, and Stares 2017. 
66 Behrendt 2011.
67 Ibid.
68 Paul, and Sammut 2016, 7.
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1. OVERVIEW OF 
PEACEBUILDING INITIATIVES

Civil initiatives in the early stag-
es of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict were spontaneous and 

largely centred around the humanitar-
ian response. Generally speaking, they 
were initiated by unofficial commu-
nity leaders who had unshakeable au-
thority within their societies. Through 
humanitarian initiatives, lines of com-
munication and relationships of trust 
were established between some indi-
viduals across the conflict divide, set-
ting a significant precedent in wartime. 
This then led to some of these people 
developing an active public position 
on peacebuilding.

Stage I: 1992–1994
During the war, leading intellectuals 
tried to prevent tensions from being 
whipped up. In 1993, the Armenian-
Azerbaijani initiative referred to as 
the “Ben Lomond Peace Process” 
was launched. Following the signing 
of 1994 ceasefire agreement, for ex-
ample, the Azerbaijani and Armenian 
National Committees of the Helsinki 
Citizens’ Assembly held two meetings 
in border regions attended by women’s 
and youth groups.

Stage II: 1994–2000
International organisations, NGOs, 
and donors launched the first peace-
building projects on the conflict, with 
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the participation of local NGOs, the expert community, journalists, and women 
leaders.

• Operations were carried out to find prisoners and hostages by the Azerbaijani 
National Committee of the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly with the Helsinki 
Initiative 92 (Nagorno-Karabakh);

• The “Ben Lomond Peace Process” continued (1993–1998);
• In 1994–1996, under the National Peace Foundation (US) initiative “Women 

for Peace and Democracy in the South Caucasus,” meetings were organised 
between women representatives from the countries of the South Caucasus;

• The Centre for International Development and Conflict Management (CI-
DCM) at Maryland University implemented a programme called “Partners 
in Conflict: Building Bridges to Peace in Transcaucasia” with academics from 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia;

• In 1997 and 1998, the Open Society Institute Assistance Foundation funded 
courses on Leadership in Conflict Prevention and Resolution at the Tbilisi 
State University for students from Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia. The 
project was implemented by the Azerbaijan branch of “Women for Peace and 
Democracy in the South Caucasus” jointly with partners from Armenia and 
Georgia;

• In 1997–1999, summer and winter schools for young people were held by the 
Azerbaijani, Armenian and Georgian National Committees of the Helsinki 
Citizens’ Assembly;

• In 1997–2000, visits by Azerbaijani journalists were organised to Armenia 
(1997) and Nagorno-Karabakh (1998), and by Armenian journalists to 
Azerbaijan (1999), sponsored by the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign 
Affairs; and

• In 2000, the Academy of Educational Development (AED) organised three 
seminars on conflict resolution and women’s leadership in Georgia, Armenia 
and Azerbaijan. Twenty women from each country attended seminars spon-
sored by USAID. 

Stage III: 2000–2007
This stage marked the start of long-term regional peacebuilding projects involv-
ing international organisations and NGOs.

• In 2000–2007, operations to locate prisoners and hostages continued by the 
International Group on the Freeing of Prisoners and Hostages and Locating 
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of Missing Persons (known as the Clasen Group). The coordinators of this 
group operated in Baku, Yerevan and Stepanakert;

• In 2001–2006, a regional project entitled “Women for Conflict Prevention 
and Peacebuilding in the South Caucasus” of the UN Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM) was implemented in Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia. 
Its members participated in many peacebuilding events at country level and 
also in the regional coalition “Women for Peace,” launched by UNIFEM in 
2003;

• In 2001-2006, the Dartmouth Conference on the Armenian-Azerbaijani con-
flict over Nagorno-Karabakh held 11 meetings;

• The “Consortium Initiative” was launched in 2003, sponsored by the UK gov-
ernment and implemented by a coalition consisting of Catholic Relief Ser-
vices (CRS), Conciliation Resources, International Alert and LINKS. These 
organisations with their partners in the region carried out public awareness-
raising work on peacebuilding. Working with young people, women leaders, 
NGOs and the expert community, along with MPs, this project enabled mu-
tual understanding and confidence building between the parties to the con-
flict; and

• In 2006, in Baku, Yerevan and Stepanakert, Conflict Transformation Re-
source Centres were created with support from International Alert.

Stage IV: 2007–2016
The spikes in activity of the official mediation process – with near breakthroughs 
in 2010 and 2013 – created openings for civic peacebuilding efforts at higher 
levels. Therefore, members of intellectual, official, cultural, and religious circles 
started to get involved. This coincided with the beginning of the negotiations 
of Azerbaijan and Armenia with the EU about the Association Agreements and 
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements.

• In 2007 and 2009, at the initiative of the Azerbaijani and Armenian ambas-
sadors to Russia, delegations of Armenian and Azerbaijani intellectuals vis-
ited Nagorno-Karabakh, Armenia and Azerbaijan and met the presidents of 
Armenia and Azerbaijan;

• In April 2010, the Catholicos of All Armenians, Garegin II, visited Azerbaijan 
for the first time to attend the Baku World Summit of Religious Leaders. Dur-
ing the visit, he also met the president of Azerbaijan;

• In November 2011, the Chairman of the Caucasian Muslims Board, Allah-
shükür Pashazade, attended a meeting of the Commonwealth of Independent 
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States (CIS) Interreligious Council Presidium in Yerevan. During the visit, he 
also met the president of Armenia;

• In 2012, Azerbaijani deputies attended a session of the Euronest Parliamen-
tary Assembly Committee on Social Affairs, Education, Culture and Civil So-
ciety in Yerevan, and Armenian deputies attended the second Plenary Session 
of the Euronest Parliamentary Assembly in Baku; and

• Taking over from the Consortium Initiative, the long-term EU-funded EPNK 
project was launched in 2010 (for more, see below).

Stage V: 2016-2018
In April 2016, there was the worst military escalation since the 1994 ceasefire 
agreement which for a while fed an extreme radicalisation of the discourse and 
a rise in militant nationalism. This was a testing time for civil society in all three 
entities as the few individuals who dared to condemn the violence and call for 
a peaceful resolution were marginalised. The perceived lack of support from 
the international community for those people created a sense of powerlessness 
and disillusionment. This resulted in considerable damage done to the image of 
peacebuilding in society and played into existing critical narratives about NGOs 
as being a ‘fifth column’ serving a foreign agenda. Nevertheless:

• The current phase of EPNK started in May 2016; and
• Also in 2016, the Eurasia Partnership Foundation launched the EU-funded 

‘Peacebuilding through Capacity Enhancement and Civic Engagement’ 
(PeaCE) programme2 as a way of encouraging local civil society actors to 
contribute to bridging the conflict divide. 

2. EPNK
The European Partnership for the Peaceful Settlement of the Conflict over 
Nagorno-Karabakh (EPNK) is a unique initiative funded by the EU that works 
with local partners on a wide range of peacebuilding activities to contribute to 
lasting peace in the region. It is comprised of five member organisations: Con-
ciliation Resources (UK), Crisis Management Initiative (Finland), International 
Alert (lead agency, UK), Kvinna till Kvinna (Sweden), and LINKS (UK).

In this challenging environment, the EPNK consortium persevered in its ef-
forts to increase the credibility and popular legitimacy of peacebuilding efforts. 
2 Peacebuilding through Capacity Enhancement and Civic Engagement (PeaCE)/Programs, 
Eurasia Partnership Foundation. http://www.epfarmenia.am/en/current-programs/cross-bor-
der/armenian-azerbaijani-dialogue/peace/
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Through complementary approaches, EPNK pushes to keep open the space for 
civic peacebuilding to operate and succeeded in engaging broad sectors of the 
societies on different levels, as well as international actors. At a time when local 
civil society actors are vulnerable to pressure from the authorities, the media 
and the public, EPNK provides a supportive umbrella, giving them the stability, 
networks, space and technical and moral support to build trust across the divide, 
and widen debate on peaceful, inclusive ways forward in resolving the conflict. 
In the last two years, EPNK partners have worked to recover some ground lost 
as a result of the April 2016 escalation.

a. Dialogue
Dialogue is an essential part of building peace. It can help people from across the 
region to promote change in their societies by engaging with counterparts with 
differing perspectives on the conflict.

Conciliation Resources  focuses on bringing people together – within their 
own societies and across the conflict divides – to encourage greater understanding 
and constructive debate about the past, present and future. They facilitate dia-
logue among experts and activists from all sides of the conflict, creating space for 
controversial issues to be discussed, assumptions tested and ideas generated. For 
example, the Karabakh Contact Group3 format creates a space where potentially 
‘overlapping voices’ from Armenian and Azerbaijani societies can come up with 
new approaches, and their analysis and recommendations can be channelled to 
policymakers, both local and international.

Crisis Management Initiative (CMI) has set up a unique cross-conflict plat-
form of emerging professionals who strive to positively transform their environ-
ment. The platform has focused on developing joint confidence-building initia-
tives between young leaders on different sides. It also helps to establish formal 
and informal dialogue channels between emerging professionals and local and 
international officials to inform the official peace process. The aim is to help cre-
ate demand within the societies for a peaceful settlement of the conflict.

LINKS seeks to help prepare all sides for peace by creating opportunities for 
dialogue, analysing developments, and researching issues that impact the conflict 
settlement process. This often requires challenging deeply entrenched positions 
and narratives. Working with the European Policy Centre, the International 
Peace Institute, and other stakeholders, they conduct research, publish analytical 
3 The Karabakh Contact Group/ Donate, Conciliation Resources. http://www.c-r.org/where-
we-work/caucasus/karabakh-contact-group-0



93Civil Society Initiatives to Promote the Resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict  

papers, hold events and disseminate information widely. LINKS is also working 
with the sides to design, develop and implement confidence-building measures4 
that can contribute to lasting peace.

International Alert supports a cross-conflict network of journalists and edi-
tors from leading media outlets in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh 
through a series of professional development programmes and collaborative me-
dia initiatives. Ongoing dialogue has allowed participating journalists to jointly 
develop and adhere to a Code of Conduct that guides their work while covering 
conflict-related issues and is based on principles of journalistic ethics and con-
flict sensitivity.

Kvinna creates forums for women’s organisations and other civil society across 
the conflict divide to meet and listen to each other’s contexts and obstacles, and 
to find common points to sustain and develop peace activism.

b. Research and Analysis
Research should offer new ideas and analysis of the peace process, enabling peo-
ple to re-examine key aspects of the conflict in a new and more positive light. It 
also instils greater confidence in civil society actors to engage in dialogue with 
policymakers on conflict-related issues.

LINKS  runs the web portal commonspace.eu, available in English and 
Russian, which has established itself as a reliable source of information and 
analysis on the Caucasus region since 2011. Together with the complementary 
Facebook page, it reaches thousands of readers every month with unbiased daily 
reports on the conflict within the wider regional context.

In International Alert’s Unheard Voices5 initiative, journalists write about the 
suffering caused by the protracted conflict in stark contrast to the pro-war rheto-
ric widespread in the media. This encourages societies to reflect critically on the 
human cost of the conflict, allowing readers to view materials from all sides, chal-
lenging stereotypes and isolation.

Conciliation Resources  has produced policy briefs drawing on discussions 
within the Karabakh Contact Group. This analysis presents a variety of 
perspectives and highlights challenges and opportunities in relation to core 

4 “LINKS Takes Discussion оn Confidence-Building Measures to Baku and Yerevan,” LiNKS, 
November 19, 2017. https://links-dar.org/2017/11/19/links-takes-discussion-on-confi-
dence-building-measures-to-baku-and-yerevan/
5 Unheard Voices/JamNews. https://jam-news.net/?cat=2802



Peacemaking94

conflict issues. It is used to engage policymakers and others in critical reflection 
and dialogue.

Kvinna till Kvinna is carrying out research on the gendered effects of conflict. 
This will contribute to civil society’s and women’s organisations’ work and ad-
vocacy for continued efforts to prioritise the women, peace and security agenda 
in peace processes.

c. Participation and Inclusivity
Any peace process should include diverse perspectives, analysis and ideas. It is 
therefore important to find and give a voice to marginalised groups, particularly 
youth, women and displaced people.

Through CMI’s established dialogue platform, emerging professionals from 
all sides of the conflict divides are reaching out to various groups within their 
societies, including marginalised ones such as youth, displaced people, refugees, 
and radicals. Through capacity-building and study visits to other conflict areas, 
young professionals design impact-oriented and more inclusive peacebuilding 
initiatives ranging from research and interviews to filmmaking.

Kvinna till Kvinna supports six local women’s organisations that work across 
the conflict divide to strengthen Armenian and Azerbaijani women’s ability to 
play a more active part in grassroots peacebuilding efforts and influence decisions 
that affect their lives. An important component is giving opportunities to these 
women to meet and share experiences, fostering solidarity and trust between 
each other. These women work in their communities to empower conflict-
affected women and youth. Local women learn how to advocate for women’s 
rights in the peace process, and communicate to local and international deci-
sion-makers the message that women are important actors for peace and should 
be included in decision-making that shapes the future of their societies.

Conciliation Resources  works with Armenian and Azerbaijani partners to 
engage their societies in internal dialogue around peacebuilding and conflict 
transformation, including in Nagorno-Karabakh. Through targeted film screen-
ings, roundtable discussions and other activities local partners reach out to vari-
ous groups, including displaced persons and youth.

International Alert has run a series of events on lessons from other conflicts6 
where hundreds of people in marginalised communities discussed peacebuild-
ing possibilities through a new lens. The local outreach methodology addresses 
6 Gegham Baghdasaryan, Avaz Hasanov, Mikayel Zolyan, Masis Mayilian, and Gulshan Pash-
ayeva, “Mechanisms of Public Participation and Multi-Track Diplomacy in Peace Processes. 
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the need for a more intensive internal reflection on the costs of the conflict, and 
sensitively visualises how communities perceive and understand peace.

d. Training and Capacity-Building
There are tailor-made training courses, public events and seminars to strengthen 
societies and to empower target groups.

Conciliation Resources  trains and engages journalists, filmmakers and 
opinion-shapers to interpret conflict-related events in a more balanced and 
nuanced fashion. Films reach actors in the region and raise awareness among 
international policymakers.

International Alert has supported the peacebuilding community by building 
local capacity and enabling analysts and civil society leaders from across the 
conflict divide to deepen their knowledge of mechanisms for addressing conflict-
related issues, and helping them to share this knowledge with local communities. 
There is a focus on helping journalists and editors to develop professionally, 
build relationships across the divide, and learn from peacebuilding in other con-
flict contexts by providing conflict-sensitivity training and professional mentor-
ship opportunities.

3. INTERNATIONAL ALERT 
International Alert has been working in the Caucasus since 1993, encouraging 
dialogue and cooperation across conflict divides. Our work pursues a transform-
ative approach to peacebuilding in the context, working simultaneously on three 
interdependent levels: personal transformation, transformation of the discourse, 
and ultimately, transformation of the context. 

a. Personal Transformation 
Working on the level of attitudes and relationships, Alert fosters people-to-peo-
ple contacts and dialogue between the divided communities to overcome the 
lack of trust, fear and resentment on personal level, breaking down stereotypes 
and enemy images. At the same time, we encourage the emergence of civic-
minded societies, where individuals can see their own role and possibilities in 
influencing and participating in problem solving at all levels (local, national, in-
ternational), and in so doing become agents of change. 

Lessons from Northern Ireland,” International Alert, May 2014. http://epnk.org/resources/
lessons-northern-ireland#overlay-context=resourceheres
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With the region still divided after 25 years, a whole generation has grown 
up without the experience of co-existence, and only know the ‘enemy’ through 
secondary sources, official narratives, and state-controlled media. The con-
structed narratives of each side justify a particular political position, a zero-sum 
game, cultivating the ‘enemy image’ of the opposing side, promoting national-
ist agendas, and emphasising ‘patriotic’ values and identity. This situation varies 
throughout the region and, alongside incomplete democracy and the isolation of 
some communities, serves to control and manipulate the population’s thinking, 
further entrenching the status quo. The foundation of a positive peace requires a 
de-isolation of minds, greater empathy with the fears and aspirations of the other 
side, tolerance, and a shift in mental models away from confrontation towards 
compromise.    

b. Transformation of the Discourse
Working on the level of public debate, we aim to transform the discourse around 
the conflict so that it is informed by evidence, analysis, and dialogue rather than 
by propaganda, prejudice and assumption. We work with journalists and with 
political scientists, economists, cultural figures and other opinion-formers to 
promote a discourse that is more constructive. It needs to redefine conflict-re-
lated issues based on common interests and produce concrete suggestions as to 
how to move forward. 

The ‘zero-sum’ official narratives disseminated through the education system 
and state-controlled media have a negative impact on attitudes towards the ‘other’ 
and hinder prospects of reconciliation and positive peace taking root. The lim-
ited discourse prevents creative ideas and alternative solutions being discussed, 
as much of the discourse is ideologically driven to protect vested interests. The 
education system does not teach skills in critical thinking or in presenting argu-
ments from multiple perspectives, obtaining evidence and confirming sources. 
Editorial policies also limit the freedom of journalists and academics to deviate 
from the accepted narrative. And even if they do not, journalists and researchers 
lack access to data and perspectives of the ‘other’ side. If societies and politi-
cians are going to move out of the current impasse, new evidence-based ideas for 
transforming the context are needed, taking into account fears and interests of all 
sides. More layers of society need to be drawn into participating in the discourse 
on peace, e.g. influential cultural figures and marginalised conflict-affected com-
munities, in order to prepare public attitudes for change.
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c. Transformation of Context
This means working on more structural issues, such as the de-isolation of com-
munities, increasing civic participation and activism, fostering interaction across 
divides, engaging with track one peace processes, international advocacy on ‘en-
gagement’ and other policies towards the conflict regions, including involvement 
of the disputed entities in other regional programmes. All this can bring about 
modest transformation of the contexts which might shift interests (whether it 
be interests of elites or of the people) and adjust the balance of power so as to 
contribute to a positive peace. 

d. EPNK3 - Envisioning Peace sociological study
The aim of this initiative is to produce fresh analysis from the grassroots high-
lighting the cost of the conflict. An expert group of ten regional experts in 
psychology, sociology and journalism from the three entities developed an in-
novative methodology for qualitative research to stimulate self-reflection and 
examination of convictions. The outreach methodology incorporates internal 
and cross-divide dialogue and reaches a wide range of communities, providing 
insights for analysis and policy-making.

A group of young people from Armenia, Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh 
conducted a series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 110 people liv-
ing in urban and rural areas, including those along the frontline. The respond-
ents ranged in gender, age and social background. All the interviews were held 
anonymously so that respondents felt free to speak. Keeping a gender balance 
was not easy as women either refused to talk, deemed their opinions ‘unworthy,’ 
or looked to male relatives for approval during interviews. In Nagorno-Karabakh, 
people appreciated the opportunity to talk about the conflict and problems they 
face but had difficulty imagining peace. Respondents in Stepanakert and Shushi 
were most open, while closer to the frontline it required significant support from 
the senior experts to reassure the communities about the purpose of the activi-
ties and get access for the researchers. Despite the difficulties, the collected data 
presents a rich body of material for analysis by our expert group. The analysis 
and dissemination of the report along with policy and practice recommenda-
tions will take place in late 2018.
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e. EPNK3 - Unheard Voices media project
International Alert has worked with journalists since 2010 by facilitating profes-
sional dialogue and capacity-building programmes. Our Unheard Voices7 project 
works with a joint team of Armenian, Azerbaijani and Karabakhi journalists to 
produce materials highlighting the social cost of conflict. Materials are published 
on a joint page in Armenian and Azeri. This remains the only existing dialogue 
platform bringing together journalists from all three entities in a joint initiative 
targeting their own societies.

This work gives the societies rare access to a people-centred view of life on 
the other side and in their own societies, and offers alternative analysis of events 
and reflection on the cost of the protracted conflict. It showcases and promotes 
balanced reporting that reflects diverse perspectives, stimulating debate on so-
cial issues of public interest related to the conflict, and implications for the peace 
process.

A distinctive feature of the initiative is Alert’s proactive social media engage-
ment through the open Facebook page8 where readers are free to comment on 
the materials. While we are excited to see that people are engaging with the con-
tent, the nature of many comments is often aggressive and offensive to the ‘en-
emy,’ which is a telling reflection of the dominating public discourse. There are 
some positive comments, however, and the number of likes and shares is strong 
evidence that people on both sides value this rare type of information.

4. IMPACT
It is difficult to undertake any kind of formal assessment of peacebuilding. It is 
even more difficult to convey results of peacebuilding to the general public. Each 
side in the conflict has its own view and understanding of the desired results 
of such interventions. Even mediators are often not always that realistic in their 
understanding of what constitutes an effective intervention, for example, by at-
tempting to quantify ‘how many peacebuilders’ emerged from a training work-
shop. At the other end of the spectrum, there is also the risk that effectiveness is 
discussed only in terms of the ‘process.’

Given the long list of factors hindering progress to peace in the region, and 
the limited nature of international support in this area, contrasted with inflated 
expectations, it is hardly surprising that there are cycles of frustration over the 
7 Unheard Voices/JamNews.
8 International Alert, Unheard Voices, Facebook Page. https://www.facebook.com/unheardvo-
ices.intalert/
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apparent lack of progress. These days, with a deteriorating context, peacebuild-
ers often justify their work in terms of ‘preserving the space for dialogue,’ or 
‘preparing the ground for when conditions are more conducive.’ These are valid 
objectives and have to be put into perspective. In the meantime, looking back, 
we can appreciate the significant role that post-conflict peacebuilding measures 
have made in promoting democratic values and institutions in the region. While 
the current socio-political realities mean that civil peacebuilding has only a lim-
ited influence on the political level, it is nevertheless the only bastion of society 
working against the totalitarian effect of nationalistic, jingoistic ideologies.

a. External Factors Affecting Progress in Peacebuilding
• Geopolitical forces and external powers play a larger role in determining the 

decision-making process of elite groups than the long-term interest of the 
population they represent. This can make the peacebuilding agenda irrele-
vant at that top level.

• There are no real mechanisms for meaningful dialogue between official and 
unofficial actors and processes. Monopolisation of the peace process by of-
ficial institutions leads to the marginalisation of civil society. Peacebuilders in 
some cases are seen as troublemakers and become targets of criticism in their 
own society.

• Civil society is weak in every community affected by the conflict. Therefore, 
it needs more support to strengthen and broaden the reach of alternative 
thinking. At the same time, the rise of government-organised non-govern-
mental organisations (GONGOs) undermines the independence of the civil 
society sector and the credibility of peacebuilding projects in particular. The 
risk of politicisation of peacebuilding efforts is increasing.

• There is a huge disparity between the level of investment in war and confron-
tational ideology and the resources available for building peace. As a result, 
peacebuilders constantly struggle against a tide of adverse forces, and it can 
often feel like any achievements made are miniscule.

• The lack of long-term commitment or joint strategy by the international 
community makes any progress piecemeal and staggered. The absence of 
coordination – and sometimes outright competition – among civil society 
actors is equally highlighted as a problem.
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b. Shortcomings in Peacebuilding Approaches
• Only small numbers of people are involved in peacebuilding activities and, 

as a result, the potential for wider outreach is limited. Peacebuilders struggle 
to balance the need to broaden engagement with providing enough time and 
space for deeper trust-building processes to mature, which in the long-term 
lays the foundations for sustainable impact.

• Projects are often limited to narrow groups and do not leverage the potential 
of those left outside the process – such as retired diplomats, diasporas, busi-
nesses, and teachers.

• Until recently, not much effort has been made to engage the younger gen-
eration. This group has little experience of contact with the other side and is 
more heavily influenced by nationalistic rhetoric and enemy images promul-
gated by mainstream media.

• Work on fostering professionalism, ethical attitudes and cross-border con-
tacts in the media has decreased over the years. Previously established con-
tacts and momentum for joint initiatives have weakened. Building relation-
ships between media professionals is especially important for preventing 
conflict escalation, as it has the potential to play a positive role in mitigating 
information warfare.

• Awareness of peacebuilding initiatives and their results is low in the societies. 
Participants lack resources and capacity to share information and cope with 
challenging reactions from their communities. This feeds into suspicion and 
cynicism towards peacebuilding in the societies. 

c. Impact
The challenges to peacebuilding have meant that its impact can sometimes be 
difficult to discern. However, efforts to date are an investment in social capital 
that can be drawn upon in the future to build the trust, compromise and recon-
ciliation required for a sustainable peace:

• Communication channels: Cross-conflict projects are the only way to cre-
ate and maintain channels for personal contacts and continuous dialogue be-
tween all parties to the conflict. In a context where the societies are totally 
isolated from one another, contacts across the divide have been critical in 
mitigating the radicalising effects of nationalist rhetoric.

• Non-political platform: The civil formats for participation offered by peace-
building initiatives have given groups excluded from official formats a unique 
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opportunity to contribute to discussions about the future of the conflict reso-
lution process and a peaceful coexistence.

• Personal transformation: An important achievement of peacebuilding ac-
tivities has been the personal transformation of the individuals involved. This 
impact is difficult to quantify and thus is often underestimated. Nevertheless, 
long-term participants develop a deeper understanding and greater tolerance 
of the other sides. They also become more resistant to myths and stereotypes 
and more open to compromise.

• Change agents: Peacebuilding processes have led to the emergence of a co-
hort of civil society leaders who understand that mutual trust and compro-
mise are essential for achieving peace. These individuals, who have forged 
relationships across the conflict divide, can play a crucial role in promoting 
understanding of views from the other sides and increasing openness to dia-
logue. Their peacebuilding expertise, vision and motivation can be drawn 
upon to promote a culture of peace and bring about change in their societies.

• New faces: This is particularly challenging but even more important in the 
post-April environment where young people now have direct experience of a 
major violent confrontation, and civic activism in general is not a hugely pop-
ular enterprise. Nevertheless, since 2016 organisations involved in EPNK3 
have actively reached out to and engaged with young people who are new to 
peacebuilding.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS
• Strengthening regional ties and formats: While it is useful to focus re-

sources on specific issues in the conflict, approaching conflict transformation 
through the region’s wider geopolitical, economic and social connections of-
fers new entry points for peacebuilding efforts. The combined expertise and 
networks of peace practitioners in the Caucasus offer a valuable asset that has 
not been sufficiently utilised.

• Young people: After over 20 years since the end of the conflict, the socie-
ties are going through a generational change. Peacebuilding should focus on 
bringing in the new generation which has grown up with no experience of 
coexistence with the other sides. In turn, young people bring new energy, 
ideas, and long-term sustainability.

• Social media: While the idea of ‘plunging’ into social media may seem daunt-
ing, its potential as a peacebuilding tool has been underused. With propagan-
da prevailing in mainstream media, entire segments of societies turn to social 
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media in search of alternative information. For some, it has become a window 
into the ‘enemy’s camp,’ into which some venture to voice their hatred, but 
others with genuine curiosity.

• Encourage transparency and strategic communications: There will always 
be highly sensitive elements to peacebuilding, especially when looking into 
taboo topics. However, experience has taught us that the clandestine nature 
of some initiatives is self-serving and in the long run more damaging as it cre-
ates suspicion. Messaging through a coherent and sensitive strategy is a vital 
component not only of peacebuilding success, but also its very survival.

• ‘Humanisation’ of the discourse: Years of state-sponsored propaganda on all 
sides of the conflict, and regular casualties on the frontline dehumanise ‘the 
other.’ Conflict discourse is fixated on geopolitics and military gains/losses, 
and lacks reflection on the human and social cost of conflict. Yet empathy 
remains a strong way of building understanding and social connections. This 
is a difficult task, however, and given the magnitude of the problem, taking a 
project-based approach would be a serious miscalculation.

• Closer cooperation between practitioners and donors: With civil society 
efforts being so dependent on donor resources and policy, it is important that 
policy is informed by analysis. Peacebuilders should provide this analysis, 
clearly defining what change is needed and the methods and opportunities 
through which it may be brought about. A more systematic approach to mon-
itoring, evaluation and learning in peacebuilding is an effective tool for this.
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1. INTRODUCTION. CONFLICT 
AND ECONOMy: BASIC 
CONCEPTS

The economic aspects of the 
Karabakh war, most often as-
sessed in the context of politi-

cal analysis, include ways in which the 
war enhanced poverty and reduced 
development prospects, the human 
dimension of the war, and the direct 
damage to the economies of the region 
caused by the war. 

In the meantime, economists view 
armed conflicts as irrational actions, 
since they usually lead to lose-lose 
situations for all parties involved. 
Moreover, if economy contributes to 
national power, then governments 
should primarily concentrate on eco-
nomic prosperity rather than interna-
tional relations.1 However, the fact that 
the number of unresolved conflicts 
worldwide is still large, if not growing, 
suggests that such considerations do 
not always have decisive influence on 
politics.  

To assess the impact of the 1992-
1994 war in Nagorno-Karabakh on the 
1 Fanny Couloumb, Economic Theories of Peace 
and War (London and New York: Routledge, 
2004).
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economies of the parties involved, and the impact of the ongoing confrontation 
on the current economic situation in these entities, it does not suffice to look at 
the economic trends. The wars in the post-Soviet space were triggered by the 
collapse of the USSR and the ensuring painful economic transition. Estimation 
of missed opportunities is an even more difficult task, because it requires under-
standing what prospects actually existed, which is not always possible. Finally, 
estimation of the conflict’s influence on the economy cannot be reduced to the 
estimation of damage, because the consequences of the conflict are multifaceted.

Many existing assessments of economic costs of war are practical rather than 
scholarly studies. The most influential economic analysis of war and peace is 
J. Keynes’ “The Economic Consequences of the Peace,” in which he discusses 
the Treaty of Versailles and its consequences for the Central Powers, especial-
ly Germany.2 It played a role in the appeasement policy of Germany and Italy 
(1935-1939) and served as an inspiration for the Marshall Plan for Europe. Lew-
is Fry Richardson analyzed the causes and consequences of war in “Arms and 
Insecurity”3 and “Statistics of Deadly Quarrels.”4

In recent years, the most significant event in the field were debates between 
Steven Pinker and Nassim Nicholas Taleb, which took place in absentia, on the 
pages of their publications in 2011-2015. Psychology Professor Steven Pinker 
claimed in his book, entitled “The Better Angels of Our Nature,” that armed 
violence caused by war, terrorism, or crime, has constantly declined since the 
Second World War and generally has a long-term tendency to decrease.5 This 
point of view, however, has been questioned by a number of authors6 starting 
with Nassim Nicholas Taleb, who pointed out the excessive optimism of this 
approach.7

2 John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (London: Macmillan & Co., 
1919).
3 Lewis Fry Richardson, Arms and Insecurity: A Mathematical Study of the Causes and Origins of 
War (Pittsburgh, Pa.; Quadrangle Books, Chicago, Ill., 1960).
4 Lewis Fry Richardson, Statistics of Deadly Quarrels (Pittsburgh: Boxwood Press, 1960).
5 Steven Pinker, The Better Angels of our Nature (New York, NY: Viking, 2011).
6 For instance, see Erik Kain, “The Decline of Violence and the New Peace,” Forbes, September 
28, 2011. https://www.forbes.com/sites/erikkain/2011/09/28/the-decline-of-violence-and-
the-new-peace/
7 Pasquale Cirillo, and Nassim Nocholas Taleb, “On the Statistical Properties and Tail Risk of 
Violent Conflicts,” 2015. http://www.fooledbyrandomness.com/violence.pdf
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There have been several investigations on the cost of conflicts in the last dec-
ade, namely “The Economic Cost of Conflict” by Hannes Mueller,8 looking at 
various types of conflicts, including interventions and civil wars, and an attempt 
to assess global economic costs of conflict by Bozzolu, Bruck and Sottas.9 Pub-
lications on the socioeconomic aspects of war and peace include case studies, 
such as the war in Syria,10 Darfur,11 Sri Lanka,12 the American wars and the wars 
in the Middle East.13 

The debate on the economic consequences of armed conflicts in the South 
Caucasus has been ongoing for a long time amidst a lack of factual evidence. 
There is no reliable estimate of the cost of economic transition to post-Soviet 
societies, although it may appear easy enough to make one. In reality, such an es-
timate requires distinguishing the direct influence of the transition from its long-
term consequences, such as the weakening of institutions at the first stage of 
transformation, the economic policies implemented by new independent states, 
the increase of crime, and the outbreak of armed conflicts. Finally, it is necessary 
to adjust existing statistical data, given, on the one hand, the manipulation of 
official statistics aimed at overstating economic growth rates, and on the other, 
the unaccounted shadow economy, which prevents adequate assessment of the 
entire volume of production and consumption and correspondingly understates 
economic growth rates.

Paata Leiashvili wrote about the necessity to study the economic aspects of 
post-Soviet ethnic conflicts. He posed a number of questions, many of which he 
left unanswered; however, the basic assertion of his paper is that the causes of 

8 Hannes Mueller, The Economic Cost of Conflict, The International Growth Centre Report, Au-
gust 2013. https://www.theigc.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Mueller-2013-Working-Pa-
per2.pdf
9 Carlos Bozzoli, Brück Tilman, and Simon Sottas, “A Survey of the Global Economic Costs of 
Conflict,” Defence and Peace Economics, Vol. 21: 2 (2012), 165-76.
10 Syrian Centre for Policy Research (SCPR), Confronting Fragmentation! Impact of Syrian Cri-
sis Report (2016). http://www.sy.undp.org/content/dam/syria/docs/Framework/SCPR-re-
port-Confronting-fragmentation-2015-EN%20(1).pdf
11 Hamid E. Ali, “Estimate of the Economic Cost of Armed Conflict: A Case Study from Darfur,” 
Defense and Peace Economics, Vol. 24: 6 (2013), 503-519.
12 Renuka K. Ganegodage, and Alicia N. Rambaldi, “Economic Consequences of War: Evidence 
from Sri Lanka,” Journal of Asian Economics, Vol. 30 (February 2014), 42-53.
13 Amy Belasco, The Cost of Iraq, Afghanistan, and Other Global War on Terror Operations since 
9/11, Congressional Research Service, December 8, 2014; Institute for Economics and Peace, 
Economic Consequences of War on the U. S. Economy (2015). http://economicsandpeace.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/06/The-Economic-Consequences-of-War-on-US-Economy_0.pdf
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ethnic conflicts in the South Caucasus included contradictions between emerg-
ing states and the struggle of new elites for resources.14 

Publications dedicated to economic aspects of the Karabakh conflict are 
scarce. Their authors focused on specific aspects of the conflict without assess-
ing the overall economic consequences of the conflict for both sides. The par-
ties themselves add almost nothing to scholarly understanding of the economic 
aspect of the conflict. Azerbaijan is limited to calculating its own damages, the 
assessment of which grows annually and has already exceeded $800 billion. 15 In 
Armenia in recent years there have been no publications on this topic.16 

2. CLOSED BORDERS IN THE SOUTH CAUCASUS
The wars of the first half of the 1990s left a legacy of closed borders across the 
South Caucasus. The entire interstate border between Azerbaijan and Armenia 
is closed, including the Nakhichevan region. Any kind of movement of people 
or goods is blocked across the de facto border of Nagorno-Karabakh with Azer-
baijan. The Armenian-Turkish border is closed as well. Thus, the communica-
tions constructed more than a hundred years ago, in particular, the Kars-Gyumri 
railway and the bridge over the Araks near the village of Margara in Armenia, do 
not operate.

It is worth noting that the conflicts in Georgia have also led to closed borders. 
The borders between the main part of Georgia and its breakaway regions – Ab-
khazia and South Ossetia – are completely or mostly impassable. Until 1996, 
the border between Russia and Abkhazia was closed, and in the 2000s the land 
border between Georgia and Russia was sealed as well. The latter border is now 
open, and since 2011 there has been a dialogue on transit through the territories 
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, with moderate progress.17

14 Paata Leiashvili, “Post-Soviet Ethnic Conflicts: The Economic Aspects Require an in-Depth 
Study,” The Caucasus and Globalization, Vol. 1:2 (2007), 34-40.
15 Rashid Shirinov, “Azerbaijan’s Damage from Armenian Occupation Surpasses $819B,” Az-
ernews, February 21, 2017. https://www.azernews.az/aggression/109244.html
16 See: Phil Champain, “The Cost of Stalemate. Economic Aspects of the Nagorny Karabakh 
Conflict,” Accord, issue. 17 (Conciliation Resources, 2005). http://www.c-r.org/downloads/
Accord17_18Thecostofstalemate_2005_ENG_0.pdf; Magdalena Lis, “No Peace in Nagor-
no-Karabakh: Economic and Political Incentives for the Perpetuation of the Azerbaijani-Arme-
nian Conflict,” University of Leiden (2016). https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/han-
dle/1887/44244/MLis_Master_Thesis%20final.pdf?sequence=1
17 Crisis Group International, Abkhazia and South Ossetia: Time to Talk Trade, International 
Crisis Group, Report #249 (May 24, 2018). https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/
caucasus/georgia/249-abkhazia-and-south-ossetia-time-talk-trade
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Figure 1. Closed borders in South Caucasus as a result of conflicts

Note: the solid line represents currently closed borders; the dotted line represents borders that were 
closed at some point but later reopened

Azerbaijan initiated the closure of the Armenian-Azerbaijani border even be-
fore the collapse of the USSR. When mass protests began in Stepanakert, the 
public opinion in the Armenian SSR and subsequently the leadership of still-So-
viet Armenia supported the Karabakh movement. With a view to punish Yerevan 
and influence its policy, Azerbaijan resorted to an economic blockade. The first 
attempts to prevent the passage of goods to the Armenian SSR via Azerbaijan 
were made in 1988, and in 1989 the border was almost fully sealed. The closure 
took place in stages from the end of July to the beginning of September. Offi-
cially, the blockade was announced on September 4, 1989.18 Over 27 days of 
September 1989, 36,180 railway wagons of various cargo were supposed to enter 
Armenia from Azerbaijan by rail, but only 6,118 wagons or less than 17% did.19

18 Tatul Hakobyan, “The Year of 1989; The Members of Karabakh Movement are Set Free,” 
in Tatul Hakobyan, Karabakh Diary (Yerevan: Antares, 2010, in Russian). http://www.aniarc.
am/2015/05/09/karabakh-diary-russian-89/
19 Central State Historical Archives of the Republic of Armenia, “On Economic Losses Caused 
by the Blockade of the Republic” (in Russian), Fund 163, register 145, case 155.
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The loss of transportation links was particularly sensitive because the Ar-
menian SSR was heavily included in inter-republic cooperation. In 1988, the 
share of imports in the consumption of the Armenian SSR was 29%, the highest 
among all the Soviet republics (7 other republics had similar indicators). 28% 
of all products produced in Armenia were exported, also the highest indicator 
among all republics (3 other republics had similar indicators). 20 This is not sur-
prising given the relatively high level of consumption and production in Arme-
nia, as well as its small size. Armenia was heavily dependent on transit routes: by 
the end of the Soviet period, about 85% of Armenia’s foreign trade passed via the 
Azerbaijani SSR, and another 15%, via the Georgian SSR.21 As of 2018, around 
70% of Armenia’s foreign trade takes place via Georgia. 22

During the Soviet period, the blockade of Soviet Armenia by Soviet Azer-
baijan was not completed and there was still the option to appeal to the Soviet 
centre that only disappeared following the disintegration of the USSR. It was 
still possible to get some cargo across using bribes and arrangements with the 
authorities, but only in exceptional cases. It is equally important that Turkey 
joined Azerbaijan in its blockade of Armenia. The Turkish authorities justified 
the blockade by support to Azerbaijan and protest against Armenians’ actions 
in Nagorno-Karabakh. The blockade operated from the very beginning of 1992, 
with occasional interruptions for supplies of international humanitarian aid 
upon the request of the United States. 23 Land communication between Arme-
nia and Turkey has not been re-established to this day.

Azerbaijan was much less vulnerable to border closure compared to Armenia, 
for several reasons. First, Azerbaijan shares a land border with Russia. Second, 
Azerbaijan possesses its own fuel reserves. Third, Azerbaijan was less heavily in-
tegrated into Soviet production chains. The Nakhichevan region remained Azer-
baijan’s weakness spot, which, already at the time of independence, became simi-
larly blocked as a result of the war, leading to mass migration of its population.

The economic blockade that exists between Armenia and Azerbaijan implies 
not only interruption of communication, but also a blockade of goods produced 
20 The USSR State Committee on Statistics, Collection of Statistical Materials 1990 (Moscow: 
Finance and Statistics, 1991, in Russian): 234.
21 Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook 1992/ Armenia. http://www.umsl.edu/
services/govdocs/wofact92/wf930017.txt
22 “President: Georgian Leadership Understands Importance of Gas Transit to Armenia,” Arka, 
January 27, 2011. http://arka.am/en/news/economy/23663/
23 Hayk Demoyan, Turkey and the Karabakh Conflict. Comparative Historical Analysis (Yerevan, 
2006, in Russian).
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by the other country. Until the mid-2000s, a large market operated in Sadakhlo, 
near the Armenian-Georgian border, where semi-legal trade flourished between 
Armenians and Azerbaijanis. As part of Georgia’s anti-corruption policy imple-
mented in 2004-2007, this market was shut down. In addition, after Ilham Ali-
yev came to power, Azerbaijan banned the entry of Armenians (both Armenian 
citizens and ethnic Armenians from other countries); scandals regularly arose 
when Armenian products turned up in the Azerbaijani market. After the April 
2016 escalation, which led to significant toughening of attitudes in Armenia,24 
such scandals also began to arise in Armenia with regards to Azerbaijani goods 
in its markets.25 

As a result, the countries of the region began to build alternatives to the old 
transport infrastructure, incurring great costs in the process. Both Armenia and 
Azerbaijan invested heavily in roads that would replace the railway that used to 
connect Armenia and Azerbaijan via the Nakhichevan exclave along the Iranian 
border. Azerbaijan spent $3.4 billion to build the Baku-Kars railway26 which will 
eventually connect Baku to Nakhijevan,27 Armenia is building the North-South 
highway with big delays due to the high cost of construction.  Including bridges 
and tunnels, the highway will cost $1.5 billion to build;28 a railroad would have 
cost $ 3.5 billion,29 and its construction was therefore postponed indefinitely.

In the Soviet times, the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast was better 
connected to Baku than Yerevan: communications were oriented towards Azer-
baijan and there were no direct roads to Armenia. Once it was blocked by Azer-
baijan in 1988-1989, Nagorno-Karabakh found itself on the verge of starvation; 

24 Hrant Mikaelian, “Societal Perceptions of the Conflict in Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh,” 
Caucasus Institute, 2017. http://c-i.am/wp-content/uploads/2017-Karabakh-Working-Paper.
pdf
25 Ara Khachatourian, “Azerbaijani Apples Wind up in Armenian Stores; Authorities Baffled,” 
The Armenian Weekly, April 30, 2017. https://armenianweekly.com/2017/04/30/azerbai-
jani-apples/
26 “Case Study: the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars Railway,” ITE Transport & Logistics, August 2017. http://
www.transport-exhibitions.com/Market-Insights/Turkey-and-Eurasia/Case-study-the-Baku-
Tbi lisi-Kars-railway
27 “Turkey seeks to build an alternative road to Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway,” Daily Sabah Business, 
May 31, 2017. https://www.dailysabah.com/business/2017/06/01/turkey-seeks-to-build-an-
alternative-road-to-baku-tbilisi-kars-railway
28 North-South Investment Program. http://northsouth.am/en
29 “Construction of rail link between Armenia and Iran is not an end in itself, prime minister 
says,” Arka, January 17, 2018. http://arka.am/en/news/business/construction_of_rail_link_
between_armenia_and_iran_is_not_an_end_in_itself_prime_minister_says/
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now its economy is completely reoriented towards Armenia, with two roads con-
necting Armenia to Nagorno-Karabakh already operating (the newly built Var-
denis-Martakert highway was opened in 2017)30 and the construction of new 
communications between Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh under discussion. 

One way to assess the direct impact of closed borders and war on the econo-
my is to look at foreign trade statistics.

Table 1. Foreign trade of Armenia in 1990-2003 (mln dollars, at current prices)31

Foreign 
trade turn-

over

Percentile 
index, 

1990=100
Export

Percentile 
index, 

1990=100
Import

Percentile 
index, 

1990=100

Export, % 
of turn-

over
1990 4666.4 100 2001.5 100 2664.9 100 43
1991 2413.1 51.7 896.1 44.8 1517.0 56.9 37
1992 288.8 6.2 82.9 4.1 205.9 7.7 29
1993 410.4 8.8 156.2 7.8 254.2 9.5 38
1994 609.3 13.1 215.5 10.8 393.8 14.8 35
1995 944.8 20.2 270.9 13.5 673.9 25.3 29
1996 1146.1 24.6 290.3 14.5 855.8 32.1 25
1997 1125.0 24.1 232.8 11.6 892.2 33.5 21
1998 1123.0 24.1 220.5 11.0 902.5 33.9 20
1999 1043.0 22.4 231.7 11.6 811.3 30.4 22
2000 1183.9 25.4 299.2 14.9 884.7 33.2 25
2001 1218.9 26.1 341.3 17.1 877.6 32.9 28
2002 1493.1 32.0 505.9 25.3 987.2 37.0 34
2003 1964.5 42.1 685.0 34.2 1279.5 48.0 35

Source: National Statistical Service of Armenia, World Bank, author’s calculations

As we can see, in 1992 Armenia lost 96% of its export and recovered only 
a third in 2003. This was caused by poor access to foreign markets due to the 
blockade, and the heavy burden of transit fees. The total foreign trade turnover 
of all former Soviet republics that entered the CIS declined by 43% in 1991 and 

30 “Armenia Analyst: Key Event in 2017 Was Construction of Northern Section of Road to Kara-
bakh,” Artsakhpress, January 9, 2018. https://artsakhpress.am/eng/news/78833/armenia-ana-
lyst-key-event-in-2017-was-construction-of-northern-section-of-road-to-karabakh.html
31 National Statistical Service of the Republic of Armenia, Peculiarities and Stages of Economic 
Reforms in Armenia 1991-1998 (Yerevan 1999), 11;  National Statistical Service of the Repub-
lic of Armenia, Statistical Yearbook of Armenia 1996-1998 (Yerevan 2001), 416. World Bank 
Monthly Economic Monitor. 
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by an additional 20% in 1992.32 The cumulative decline was 55% compared to 
94% in the case of Armenia. Also, the share of exports in Armenia’s foreign trade 
turnover fell from 43% in 1990 to 35% in 2003.

Table 2. Foreign trade of Azerbaijan in 1990-2003 (mln dollars, at current prices)33

Foreign 
trade turn-

over

Percentile 
index, 

1990=100
Export

Percentile 
index, 

1990=100
Import

Percentile 
index, 

1990=100

Export, % 
of turn-

over
1990 6922* 100 3653* 100 3269* 100 53
1991 4213* 60.9 2215* 60.6 1998* 61.1 53
1992 2569 37.1 1571 43.0 998 30.5 61
1993 1629 23.5 993 27.2 636 19.5 61
1994 1443 20.8 665 18.2 778 23.8 46
1995 1303 18.8 635 17.4 668 20.4 49
1996 1591 23.0 630 17.2 961 29.4 40
1997 1574 22.7 780 21.4 794 24.3 50
1998 1681 24.3 605 16.6 1076 32.9 36
1999 1965 28.4 929 25.4 1036 31.7 47
2000 2917 42.1 1745 47.8 1172 35.9 60
2001 3745 54.1 2314 63.3 1431 43.8 62
2002 3833 55.4 2167 59.3 1666 51.0 57
2003 5218 75.4 2592 71.0 2626 80.3 50

Note: cells marked with * contain the author’s estimate 
Source: World Bank, IMF, author’s calculation

Table 2 shows that Azerbaijan’s foreign trade suffered much less compared to 
that of Armenia. The rate of decline in Azerbaijan’s foreign trade did not differ 
significantly from the CIS average. The consistently high share of exports in the 
foreign trade turnover was caused by the prevalence of oil and other hydrocar-
bons in exports. 

It can thus be concluded that while Azerbaijan’s foreign trade was affected 
more by transformational decline than by the war, in the case of Armenia the 
impact of the war and the ensuing blockade was much higher.

32 Statistical Committee of CIS, Statistical Yearbook (Moscow: Finstatinform, 1993, in Rus-
sian), 5. http://istmat.info/files/uploads/36076/strany-chleny_sng_1993.pdf 
33 The World Bank, Statistical Handbook 1993. States of the Former USSR, Studies of Econ-
omies in Transformation, n. 8 (September 1993), 108. documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/519371468740998853/pdf/multi-page.pdf
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3. MILITARIzATION OF ECONOMy AND SOCIETy:  
SHORT-TERM AND LONG-TERM EFFECTS
The arms race between Azerbaijan and Armenia has resulted in less spending on 
infrastructure and social welfare but more spending on security. Depending on 
the year, between 10% and 20% of the budget spending in both countries was al-
located to the army. On average, in 2008-2017, 15.7% of the annual budget of Ar-
menia and 11.5% of the annual budget of Azerbaijan 34 was spent on defence,35 
way above the 3% average for EU countries. These figures do not include mili-
tary pensions or investments in the military industry.

Countries’ militarization level is calculated by the Global Militarization In-
dex, issued annually by the Bonn International Center for Conversion.36 In the 
2017 index (reflecting the situation in the previous year), Azerbaijan dropped 
from the list of the 10 most militarized economies for the first time since 2010, 
likely due to reduction in military spending, or the fact that Azerbaijan classi-
fied some of its military expenditure. In the official publication of the Statistical 
Committee of Azerbaijan, military spending is not separately allocated and is 
likely to fall under the category of “other expenses” or be divided between sev-
eral categories. The share of “other expenses” in the state budget expenditures 
increased from 22% in 2009 to 28% in 2013 and 36% in 2017.37 As to Armenia, 
it has for years ranked third in the Global Militarization Index, after Israel and 
Singapore, ahead of Russia and South Korea.

34 According to SIPRI, significant amount of money were spent on “special defense projects” 
also, which were not included in the military expenditures of Azerbaijan.
35 See Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Military Expenditure Database. 
https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
36 Max M. Mutschler, Global Militarization Index 2017, Bonn International Center for Conver-
sion. https://www.bicc.de/uploads/tx_bicctools/GMI_2017_EN.pdf
37 Raw data is available here: https://www.stat.gov.az/source/finance/en/006en.xls
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Figure 2. Armenia and Azerbaijan in the Global Militarization Index 1992-2016
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Even though Armenia’s degree of militarization is higher, Azerbaijan’s spend-
ing on defence is much larger than Armenia’s. Over the last 10 years, Armenia 
spent $4.2 billion and Azerbaijan spent $23.5 billion on defence. 38 Azerbaijan 
can afford such expenses almost exclusively due to the export of hydrocarbons, 
which in 2017 accounted for 90% of all exports of Azerbaijan.39 Armenia, in its 
turn, increases its militarization in order to balance Azerbaijan’s spending on the 
army.

The fact that 36% of Azerbaijan’s budget expenditures are allocated to “other 
expenses” shows that militarization reduces the transparency of public spend-
ing, creates conditions for using shadow mechanisms in public administration, 
and increases corruption risks. In Armenia in the 2000s the concept of a “grey 
budget” was often discussed, referring to the combined shadow incomes allo-
cated to the army by the state, large businesses and corrupt officials. There is 
no reliable evidence of the existence of a stable “grey budget” in the past, which, 
however, does not rule out the possibility that donations from businesses and 
off-budget funds were used in Armenia to finance the army. In NKR, defence 
expenditures are not shown in the budget as a separate category so their amount 
can only be assessed indirectly.

38 See SIPRI Military Expenditure Database. 
39 The State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Macro-economic Indicators 
and Social Development of the Country, January, 2018 (in Azerbaijani). https://www.stat.gov.
az/news/source/2018_01ay.zip
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Another important circumstance is that as a result of the prevailing “neither 
peace nor war” situation, the army becomes the country’s largest or one of the 
largest employers. A significant part of the population serves in the army or 
serves the army. The ratio of military personnel to the working-age de facto male 
population exceeds 9% in Armenia and 6% in Azerbaijan. We can thus argue that 
militarization excludes a significant portion of working-age population from the 
economy.

Figure 3. Share of working-age males in active military service (as of 2018)
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There are various estimates of overall security spending, primarily military 
expenditure by the government, local government bodies, economic entities 
and the population itself. If we take the Global Peace Index as the basis, it turns 
out that Armenia has the lowest security spending among the countries of the 
South Caucasus, 8.7% of GDP, compared with 22.8% in Azerbaijan and 12.7% 
in Georgia. These data are presented in the figure below.

Figure 4. Economic cost of violence in 2016-2017 in numbers
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When speaking of economic consequences of the conflict, it is also necessary 
to discuss its influence on the public administration sector. Military competi-
tion implies total mobilization of state resources. However, due to the lack of 
economic resources, the state is quickly faced with the need to obtain new funds. 
There are several ways to do this: selling natural resources (short-term), improv-
ing efficiency (medium-term) and economic growth (long-term). Relying chief-
ly on the sale of its fossil fuels, Azerbaijan did not until recently feel the need for 
reforms. Armenia, conversely, is in an asymmetric conflict with Azerbaijan, and 
had to improve the quality of its governance in order to be able to compete. 

This is evidenced by the prevalence of shadow economy in the South Cau-
casus states. According to the author’s estimates, in 2017 the shadow economy 
amounted to 24% of Georgia’s GDP, 28% of Armenia’s GDP and 50% of Azerbai-
jan’s GDP.40 At the same time, the most active reduction of the shadow economy 
in Armenia took place at times when its confrontation with Azerbaijan was ag-
gravating: in 2013-2014 and in 2017. Reduction of the shadow economy has 
been viewed by Armenian experts and authorities as a resource for increasing 
public finances, and this has boosted motivation for reforms. The Index of Eco-
nomic Freedom compiled since 1995 provides reliable indicators on economic 
and institutional reforms.41 Some of its data for post-Soviet countries are reflect-
ed in the figure below.

40 Hrant Mikaelian, “Comparison of the Economic Repercussions of the Post-Soviet Approaches 
to Integration on the Example of the South Caucasus Countries,” in Alexander B. Krylov, Alexey 
V. Kuznetsov, and Gennadiy I. Chufrin, eds. Post-Soviet Area: the Role of External Factors. Collec-
tion of Articles (Moscow: IMEMO, 2018, in Russian), 179-198. 
41 At the same time, one should not underestimate EU influence on technical and financial assis-
tance to institutional and legislative reforms and strengthening political agenda for it, especially 
in Armenia and Georgia.
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Figure 5. Index of Economic Freedom
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According to data presented in Figure 5, the initially lagging countries of the 
South Caucasus have improved their performance since the late 1990s. Between 
2000 and 2006, Armenia held the leading position in this respect among South 
Caucasus countries, and in 2010, Georgia took over as the regional leader in eco-
nomic freedom. Western CIS countries and Russia are in relative stagnation. It is 
noteworthy that in the 2018 ranking, all three countries of the South Caucasus 
are ahead of countries of the Western CIS, including Belarus, Moldova, Russia 
and Ukraine. This reflects the South Caucasus states’ efforts to improve the effi-
ciency and competitiveness of their economies, creating long-term prerequisites 
for economic growth. Armenia and Azerbaijan may also be driven by the desire 
to increase resources that they can use for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 

4. MACROECONOMIC EFFECT OF THE KARABAKH WAR
Economic data of the early 1990s allow little room for examining the dynamic in 
real time. Some types of statistical data were only collected from a later period, 
some (for example, employment statistics) are not reliable. Statistical data on 
inflation, produced at monthly intervals, are relatively reliable. In the case of the 
economies of the South Caucasus, in periods when they do not face external 
shocks, the consumer price index fluctuates within ± 1% per month and ± 10% 
per year. However, during the years of the Karabakh war, inflation fluctuated in 
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a much larger range, exceeding 5000%. In December 1993 compared with De-
cember 1992, prices in Armenia increased on average by a factor of 110.42 The 
monthly dynamic of consumer price indicators in the countries of the South 
Caucasus is examined in detail below.

Figure 6. Monthly consumer price indicators in the South Caucasus, 1991-1995
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Sources: World Bank, CIS Statistical Committee

Following the surge in prices in early 1992 in both Azerbaijan and Arme-
nia, when the transition to market price regulation was taking place, the prices 
almost stabilized, and then started growing again in autumn 1992. In Armenia 
the price increase stopped with the end of the war. By May 1994, the CPI in 
Armenia amounted to 156.5%; it dropped to 109.1% in June and 98.2% in July. 
Then there was a short-term surge in December 1994, after which prices did not 
fluctuate by more than 8% per month. In Azerbaijan, the end of the war did not 
immediately lead to tangible stabilization; it was only starting from March 1995 
that the monthly CPI dropped to acceptable values. This may have been due to 
contrasting perceptions of the outcome of the war in the two countries: Armenia 
considered itself the winner and Azerbaijan, the loser.

42 Interstate Statistical Committee of the CIS, Commonwealth of Independent States in 1996, 
Statistical Yearbook (Moscow 1997, in Russian). http://istmat.info/files/uploads/53218/
sodruzhestvo_nezavisimyh_gosudarstv_v_1996_godu_ezhegodnik.pdf 28
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The correlation between the Armenian and Azerbaijani consumer price in-
dicators is quite high:  0.45 for the period from August 1991 to May 1994. If we 
exclude the surge in November 1993, when Armenia had a CPI of 538% right 
before the belated introduction of the Armenian dram to replace the Soviet ru-
ble, we obtain a total correlation index of 0.78. This figure reflects the proximity 
of Armenia’s and Azerbaijan’s CPI and their dependence on the same set of fac-
tors, including the general economic situation in the post-Soviet space and the 
Karabakh war. The same trends are manifest in the dynamics of the exchange 
rate of domestic currencies to the dollar. Considering that imported goods make 
up a significant part of domestic consumption, the consumer price index and the 
exchange rate are closely interrelated.

Figure 7. Exchange rate dynamics, local currency to USD in Armenia and 
Azerbaijan
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Note: Armenia’s data row represents the exchange rate of the Armenian dram to the US dollar after 
December 1993 (before December 1993, it shows the rate of 200 Soviet rubles per USD). Azerbaijan’s 
data row was calibrated to be comparable to the rate of the Armenian dram divided by 10.
Source: World Bank, Author’s calculations

To assess the overall macroeconomic effect of the Karabakh war on the econ-
omies of the countries concerned, it is necessary to consider the dynamics of the 
countries’ GDP for the entire period of transit. It is also interesting to compare 
economic trends in Armenia and Azerbaijan with those in Georgia, a country 
that was also engaged in ethno-political conflicts and faced two episodes of inter-
nal armed confrontation. The data is presented in the chart below.
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Figure 8. Dynamics of annual GDP in the South Caucasus during the initial stage of 
economic transformation
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Note: Data for Armenia was recalculated by the author due to low accuracy of the official data of the 
time.
Sources: IMF,43 Conference Board,44 Author’s calculations

Considering the significant decline during the transition period, especially 
in 1992-1993, which happened in all three countries of the South Caucasus, we 
can estimate the cumulative decline of the economy. By the end of the initial 
stage of transition, the three economies just reached 50% of their pre-transition 
productivity. 

Figure 9. Cumulative GDP growth in South Caucasus in 1989-2004
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Note: The cumulative GDP growth indicates ratio of the real GDP in the corresponding year to the 
real GDP in the base year. In 2004, Azerbaijan’s GDP declined by 34% compared to 1988, Armenia’s 
GDP – by 42%, Georgia’s – by 59%.
Sources: IMF, Conference Board,  author’s calculations

43 IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, October 2017. http://www.imf.org/external/
pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/index.aspx
44 The Conference Board, Total Economy Database, Output, Labor and Labor Productivity, 
1950-2018. https://www.conference-board.org/data/economydatabase/index.cfm?id=27762
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Compared to the last pre-Perestroika year, 1985, only Azerbaijan’s economy 
achieved complete recovery by 2017, while Armenia and Georgia still have not 
reached their late Soviet level of economic development. However, even in Azer-
baijan, the GDP has increased chiefly due to increased oil and gas production, 
which constitutes, according to Azerbaijani statistics, 90% of its total exports.

The economy of Georgia experienced the greatest damage. At its worst, re-
cession attained over 75% of total production. For Georgia, this was the time of 
territorial losses, and since they were associated with economic losses, this may 
have caused the greater decline in the Georgian economy.

The lowest point of economic decline in the post-Soviet economies was in 
1996, except for the Asian crisis of 1998 that hit Russia and a number of other 
countries. By that time, the countries of the South Caucasus already resumed 
economic growth. For accurate calculations, it is necessary to accurately model 
all the circumstances that affected the economic dynamics of that period. If we 
take as the baseline the average annual unweighted growth rates of the countries 
of the western part of the CIS (Moldova, Ukraine, Belarus, Russia) and compare 
them with those of Armenia and Azerbaijan, we can get an idea of the GDP loss 
caused by the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. By 1996, the GDP of the western part 
of the CIS decreased by 49.3% compared to 1988. Deviations down from this 
number may indicate the economic cost of the Karabakh war. 

At that time, Armenia’s GDP shrank by 66%, and Azerbaijan’s, by 60%. Ac-
cording to a rough estimate, Armenia’s loss from the actual war amounted to 
39.5% of its GDP, and Azerbaijan’s, to 31.7% of its GDP. The economy of Azer-
baijan suffered less than the economy of Armenia, despite the fact that the ter-
ritory of Soviet Armenia was almost unaffected by the fighting, since most of 
the armed clashes took place in the territory of Soviet Azerbaijan. However, 
Armenia suffered the greatest losses from the blockade that was organized by 
Azerbaijan, supported by Turkey, and aggravated by the situation in Georgia, 
communication via which was almost impossible at the time.

It is hard to estimate the losses of Nagorno-Karabakh itself, as little data is 
available. In Soviet times, gross regional products were not calculated, and the 
GDP of Nagorno-Karabakh was only calculated starting from 1995. Existing 
data on the production of certain types of agricultural products make it possible 
to assess the decline in the agricultural sector caused by the war. 
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Figure 9. Natural indicators of agricultural production in Nagorno-Karabakh,  
1975-2017 (in 1000 tones)
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The index of agricultural production in 1996 was only 16.3% of the 1990 
level (for comparison, in Armenia the 1996 index was 83.9%). The economy of 
Nagorno-Karabakh suffered much more damage than the economies of Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan, and even the sector of the economy that is least subject to 
transformational recession – agriculture – may have suffered a 70% reduction of 
the total production volume because of the war.

Data on total volumes of industrial output in Nagorno-Karabakh is not avail-
able for 1991-1996, but it can be estimated based on the dynamics of the light 

45 Central State Historical Archives of the Republic of Armenia, “Statistical Report of Nagor-
no-Karabakh, 1985-1996,”  Fund 163, register 145, case 372 (in Russian).
46 Nune Sarumyan, “Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Province in 1960-1988” (PhD diss, In-
stitute of History, National Academy of Sciences of the Republic of Armenia, Yerevan: Limush, 
2008, in Russian), 130-154.
47 Artsakh Republic National Statistical Service, Statistical Yearbook of Nagorno-Karabakh Re-
public, 1995-1999. http://www.stat-nkr.am/en/2010-11-24-11-18-12/1995-1999
Artsakh Republic National Statistical Service, Statistical Yearbook of Nagorno-Karabakh Repub-
lic, 2000-2006. http://www.stat-nkr.am/en/2010-11-24-11-18-12/2000-2006
Artsakh Republic National Statistical Service, Statistical Yearbook of Nagorno-Karabakh Repub-
lic, 2007-2013. http://www.stat-nkr.am/en/2010-11-24-11-18-12/2007-2013
Artsakh Republic National Statistical Service, Statistical Yearbook of Nagorno-Karabakh Repub-
lic, 2010-2016. http://www.stat-nkr.am/en/2010-11-24-11-18-12/2010-2016
Artsakh Republic National Statistical Service, The Socio-Economic Situation of NKR in 
January-December 2017 (in Russian). http://stat-nkr.am/ru/component/content/arti-
cle/818--------2017-
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industry. The volume of production of the light industry in Nagorno-Karabakh 
dropped by 88.3% in 1991-1996, and electricity consumption went down by 
71.3%.48 The volume of trade in Nagorno-Karabakh also declined: the number 
of trade and catering enterprises decreased from 39 in 1985 to 11 in 1996, and 
trade areas fell by 73.2%.49

CONCLUSION 
It is hard to assess economic damage caused by the war because the impact of a 
war is complex in itself. It creates uncertainty, thereby negatively affecting both 
domestic and foreign investment. Closure of borders seriously complicates for-
eign trade, thus undermining both domestic consumption (due to higher costs 
of goods transportation) and production (since it complicates the export of 
manufactured goods and access to the international market). The risk of war also 
reduces the flow of tourists to the region. As a result, the level of international 
cooperation decreases, slowing down the pace of economic growth.

By 2003, Azerbaijan’s exports amounted to 71% of the 1990 figure, and Ar-
menia’s exports, to just 34%, which can serve as a good illustration of the conse-
quences of the land blockade of Armenia. 

Consequences of the war include increase of military and security spending. 
This leads to budget deficit and greater public debt, as well as reduced invest-
ment in infrastructure. Both Armenia and Azerbaijan are at the top of the world’s 
militarization index. Azerbaijan’s militarization rating slightly decreased in 2017, 
while Armenia remains the third most militarized country in the world.

Another factor is the loss of human resources: the war increases emigration 
of the population, including in the form of a brain drain. Reduced level of profes-
sional competence in various areas leads to decline in the quality of education 
and undermines the long-term basis of economic growth. It should be noted, 
however, that the conflict stimulates the authorities of the countries involved 
to carry out reforms and boost the efficiency of public administration, and as 
a result, may have a positive effect on the competitiveness of the economy. An 
indicator of this is the index of economic freedom, in which the countries of the 
South Caucasus occupy a higher position than the countries of the Western CIS, 
which were less severely affected by ethnopolitical conflicts.

48 Central State Historical Archives of the Republic of Armenia, Statistical Report of Nagor-
no-Karabakh, 1985-1996.
49 Ibid.
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The war exacerbated the post-Soviet shock phenomena in the economies of 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, expressed in strong fluctuations of consumer prices. 
E.g., in November 1993, the consumer price indicator of Armenia stood at 538%. 
However, the end of the war put an end to the devaluation of the Armenian dram 
and to the skyrocketing of prices in Armenia, whereas in Azerbaijan these phe-
nomena persisted for several months.

All the factors mentioned above ultimately influence the gross domestic 
product and its dynamics. 

The current paper is just an attempt to evaluate the impact of various factors 
that need to be taken into account for an accurate estimate of the cost of war to 
the economies of Armenia and Azerbaijan. An approximate and preliminary cal-
culation shows that the war has caused 39.5% GDP loss in Armenia and 31.7% 
GDP loss in Azerbaijan. In Nagorno-Karabakh itself, there is insufficient data to 
assess the decline, but its depth exceeds those of Armenia and Azerbaijan, and, 
arguably, approaches 70% of the GDP.
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INTRODUCTION

In an effort to better understand 
the dynamics of public perceptions 
on Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in 

Armenia, the analysis presented here 
explores the data of the Caucasus Ba-
rometer produced in 2004-2017 by 
the Caucasus Research Resource Cen-
tres (CRRCs).1 Analysis of the data 
aimed at locating variables of inter-
est, hypothesised as being associated 
with the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, 
in order to measure the probability 
that respondents in Armenia name the 
conflict as Armenia’s main concern. 
Quantitative data (binary, nominal, 
and scale) from the Caucasus Barom-
eter were explored, and inferential 
statistical techniques were applied to 
test theory-deductive sociological hy-
potheses. A series of binominal logis-
tic regressions were run. Correlation 
analysis, along with regression, was 
applied to test hypotheses at the 95% 
confidence level. Statistically signifi-
cant models were developed using a 
series of binary logistic regressions.

Longitudinal data of the Caucasus 
Barometer has its limitations. It has 
transformed over time, as data collec-
tion procedures have been changing 
and improving. In fact, only 2011 and 
2017 Caucasus Barometer surveys 

1 CRRC-Armenia, Datasets of the Cauca-
sus Barometer (2004-2017). http://www.
crrc.am/caucasusbarometer/documenta-
tion?lang=en 
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covered a range of dedicated questions about the conflict. Data for other years 
could be explored through only one variable: the outcome variable in the anal-
ysis. “The main issue of Armenia” is disaggregated by sub-categories of those 
respondents who mentioned the unsolved Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as Arme-
nia’s main issue. From a sociological perspective, the analysis provides insight 
that can be taken into further account in the upcoming waves of surveys, includ-
ing those of the Caucasus Barometer, and in the analysis of the conflict referenc-
ing the dynamics of public perceptions. New analytical models covering data 
across several years are presented with potential to inform theoretical and practi-
cal reasoning, and measurement of the conflict as a social phenomenon.

Based on the sociology of war, it may be noted that the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict and associated militarisation need to be traced and analysed in terms of 
their fundamental and diverse modes of embodied experience and apprehension 
within the Armenian society. This analysis thus invites social scientists to extend 
and rethink the conflict as embodied within the crucial and enduring social in-
stitution of war – a wide-ranging display of fundamentally personified social ex-
periences, practices, regimes of truths or ideologies. It has been emphasised that 
the phenomenon of war remains overlooked within the sociological and associ-
ated scientific discourse.2 Indeed, even though the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
is characterised as frozen, the societies engaged in it are dynamic, ever-changing, 
and reflexive towards it. 

Departing from the dynamics of public perceptions, the conflict is observed 
as a multi-layered complex phenomenon, which has its modes of evolvement.3 
Carl von Clausewitz famously argued that war is a contest to define political re-
ality.4 It has never simply been about the deployment of a distant instrument of 
political violence at the periphery. It has dual nature, which led von Clausewitz 
to argue that limited conflicts often occur not because protagonists’ means pre-
cluded greater effort or their relationship faltered, but because their intentions 
were too limited to justify anything more. This said, war is an all-encompassing 
vigorous social space. It has been a container of historical social change, which 
mutates social relations at the core of those societies that have continuously 

2 Kevin McSorley, “Towards an Embodied Sociology of War,” The Sociological Review, 62: 2 
(2014), 107-128.
3 Hrant Mikaelian, “Societal Perceptions of the Conflict in Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh,” 
Policy Paper, Caucasus Institute (2017). 
4 Carl von Clausewitz, On War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976).
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made it.5 The following analysis illustrates the accuracy of the aforementioned 
theories in regards to the Armenian society relative to the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict.  

BACKGROUND DESCRIPTIVE DATA  
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5 Taraq Barkawi, “From War to Security: Security Studies, the Wider Agenda and the Fate of the 
Study of War,” Millennium, 39: 3 (2011), 701–716.
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Based on the online data analysis tool, several important aspects of the change 
in public perceptions across years in regards to the political context of Armenia 
were observed.6 

In particular, beginning from 2009, the Armenian public has expressed the 
opinion that the national politics of the country is going in the wrong direction. 
Regression models presented below show that perception of national politics 
has been a significant predictor of the probability that a respondent would re-
gard the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as Armenia’s major issue. 

Gradually, perception of Azerbaijan as the main enemy of Armenia has been 
growing and perception of Turkey as the main enemy of Armenia has been going 
down.

Although Armenians generally perceive Russia as an ally, the frequency of 
this perception has been decreasing since 2013, while positive perceptions of 
Iran have become more frequent. One percent of the population has consistently 
named Russia an enemy of Armenia; however, the percentage is too low to make 
accurate predictions. 
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The variable (main friend of the country) was inserted in the regression mod-
els as a predictor to account for the perceived role of Russia in the resolution of 
the conflict.7 On the other hand, the option none was chosen more and more 

6 CRRCs, Online Data Analysis for the Caucasus Barometer (2008-2017). http://caucasusba-
rometer.org/en/

7 Sergey Minasyan, “The Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict in the Context of South Caucasus Re-
gional Security Issues: An Armenian Perspective,” Nationalities Papers 45: 1 (2017), 131-139.
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often. As seen in the figure, there has been a 16% increase of the number of re-
spondents who stated that none of the countries are the main friend of Armenia. 
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Support of Armenia’s membership in the EU has followed a declining trend 
since 2013. Hence, 2013 may be seen as an important turning point. The 2015 
logistic regression model provided rather significant results accounting for the 
data gathered after 2013.  

On a descriptive level, trust towards the army was carefully examined.  It is 
hypothesised to be a significant predictor for Armenians to regard the conflict 
as main issue of Armenia. Here again, 2013 was a significant turning point from 
which the self-reported level of trust began to increase. Before this, in 2012, dis-
trust towards the army significantly predicted the perception of the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict as Armenia’s most important concern. 
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METHODOLOGy FOR LONGITUDINAL DATA ANALySIS
As one can infer from the above, the unsolved territorial conflict mentioned as 
the main issue of Armenia was observed as an outcome variable in the course of 
the logistic analysis. Annex 1 lists the variables within the Caucasus Barometer 
datasets that were included in regression models. 

From a methodological perspective, binomial logistic regression attempts to 
predict the probability that an observation (naming the unsolved territorial con-
flict as the main issue of Armenia) falls into one of two categories of a dichoto-
mous dependent variable based on one or more independent variables that can 
be either continuous or categorical.8 Unlike linear regression, this analysis did 
not determine the predicted value of the dependent variable, but revealed the 
probability that the dependent variable would fall into a particular category, giv-
en the independent variables. An observation is assigned to whichever category 
is predicted as most likely. The data answers the following research question: 
which representatives of the public are predicted to be most likely to mention 
the unsolved territorial conflict as the main issue of Armenia across years (2004-
2017)? The analysis then makes an attempt to identify sub-categories of the Ar-
menian society members who were most likely to be concerned about the con-
flict. It describes the social context of the conflict rather than the conflict itself. 
The aim was to characterise the public and its perceptions in connection with the 
conflict (and not of the conflict directly) through relevant predictor variables.  

As with other types of regression, binomial logistic regression uses interac-
tions between independent variables to predict the dependent variable. The de-
pendent variable, the main issue of the country, was regarded as being a nominal 
variable with two outcomes: (1) probability of the unsolved territorial conflict to 
be regarded as the main issue of the country and (2) probability of the unsolved 
territorial conflict not to be regarded as the main issue of Armenia. Meanwhile, 
independent variables predicted the possibility for respondents to fall into either 
category. In the formula below, b0 is the sample intercept (aka constant) and es-
timates β0, b1 is the sample slope parameter for X1 (predictor) and estimates β1, 
and so forth, e represents the sample errors/residuals and estimates ε. A logit is 
the natural log of the odds of an event (probability of mentioning the unsolved 
conflict as the main/not main issue of Armenia) occurring.

8 Jacob Cohen, Patricia Cohen, Stephen G. West, and Leona S. Aiken, “Alternative Regression 
Models: Logistic, Poisson Regression, and the Generalized Linear Model,” in Jacob Cohen, 
Patricia Cohen, Stephen G. West, and Leona S. Aiken, Applied Multiple Regression/Correlation 
Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences (London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 3rd ed., 2003). 
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logit(Y) = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4+ e

Linearity of the continuous variables with respect to the logit of the depend-
ent variable was assessed via the Box-Tidwell procedure.9 Based on this assess-
ment, the continuous independent variables were found to be linearly related to 
the logit of the dependent variable as required for the logistic regression proce-
dure. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
A series of binomial logistic regressions were run to ascertain the effects of the 
below listed variables on the likelihood of respondents mentioning the unsolved 
territorial conflict as the main issue of Armenia.

Table 1: Predicting Likelihood of Identifying the Unsolved Territorial Conflict as the 
Main Issue of Armenia

Socio-Demographic Predictors Political Context-Related Predictors 

•  Age
•  Gender
•  Marital Status
•  Happiness

•  Political Direction
•  Perceptions of Azerbaijan (being friends with, 
marrying, doing business)

•  Trust toward the Army
•  Discussion of Politics

Across the models, there were studentized residuals with a value of greater 
than accepted 2. However, after inspection of the datasets, these were kept in the 
analysis. 

Logistic regression models with the previously mentioned variables were sta-
tistically significant, p < .05. The models explained from 3% to 11% (as assessed 
by Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in mentioning of the unsolved territorial conflict 
as the main issue of Armenia (n for those who mentioned this as the first and the 
second main issues was around 230 altogether – an approximation across years) 
and correctly classified 60% to 93% of cases.

Model for 2004: Findings (data for Yerevan only)
2004 was the year when the Caucasus Barometer was produced for the first time; 
compared to 2017, the formulations of questions and measurement scales were 
different. Political context-related predictor variables were explored through the 
9 George E. P. Box, and Paul W. Tidwell, “Transformation of the Independent Variables,” Techno-

metrics 4 (1962), 531-  550.
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following measures or questions (throughout this paper, the codes for questions 
are kept as they are in the datasets): 

P9. In your opinion, are things in our country moving in the right or wrong direc-
tion?

P13. What is your attitude regarding cooperation of your country with the follow-
ing Caucasus countries in economic and political spheres? (Data for Azerbai-
jan was explored)

P16. How do you feel about representatives of the following groups? (Data for 
Azerbaijanis was explored)

S.1. I will list you several social institutions and please, assess your trust toward 
them by 5-grade scale, where “5” means fully trust, “1” – fully distrust (Trust 
toward the army was explored)

P.2. How often do you discuss politics? 

The outcome variable (P11) was formulated as follows: Which of the following 
goals do you consider most important, second most important and third most impor-
tant for our country? The answer restoration of territorial integrity of our country 
was explored.

Of all eleven predictor variables, seven were statistically significant: age, 
gender, country moving in right/wrong direction, cooperation with Azerbaijan 
in political and economic sphere, trust/distrust, trust/neutrality towards the 
army. Males had 2.07 times higher odds to name the conflict as the main issue 
of Armenia. Increasing age was associated with increased likelihood of exhibit-
ing concern about the conflict. Increasing belief that Armenia was moving in 
the right direction was associated with reduced likelihood of exhibiting concern 
about the conflict. Those members of the society who approved political and 
economic cooperation with Azerbaijan were twice more likely to mention the 
conflict as the main issue of Armenia. Those respondents who were neutral to-
wards the army were 3 times more likely to mention the conflict, while those 
who expressed distrust towards the army were 1.9 times more likely to mention 
the conflict. Those respondents who often discussed politics were 0.4 times less 
likely to mention the issue (see the model in Table 2). 

Data for 2005-2007 was explored for the sake of the analysis. However, as 
2005 and 2006 regression results were close to 2004, the 2007 dataset did not 
have the outcome variable of interest, and the 2008 model did not prove any 
significance, this data is not reported. 
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Models for 2009 and 2010: Findings
The situation in 2009 according to the regression model was rather different 
from 2004, where many of the observed variables were significant predictors. 
Political context-related predictor variables were explored through the following 
measures: 
FRNDAZE: Approval of friendship with Azerbaijanis
BUSINAZE: Approve doing business with Azerbaijanis
MARWAZE: Approval of women marrying Azerbaijanis
TRUARMY: Trust in the army
POLDIRN: Direction of national politics in Armenia
IMPISS1: Most important issue facing Armenia
IMPISS2: Second most important issue facing Armenia
INTLPOL: Interest in international politics
NATLPOL: Interest in national politics
LOCLPOL: Interest in local politics

Of all ten (10) predictor variables, seven (7) were statistically significant: 
gender and whether Armenia is moving in the right/wrong direction. Males had 
0.5 times higher likelihood to name the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. 
Increased belief that Armenia was moving in the right direction was associated 
with increased likelihood of concern about the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 

In a sense, 2009 was not an active year in regards to the identification of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as the main issue of Armenia. The model for 2010 
exhibited similar results (see models in Tables 3 and 4). 

Models for 2011: Findings
The situation changed in 2011 (note that the Caucasus Barometer has the most 
data for this year). Political context-related predictor variables were explored 
through the following measures or questions: 
BUSINAZE: Approval of doing business with Azerbaijanis
MARWAZE: Approval of women marrying Azerbaijanis
POLDIRN: Direction in which the country’s domestic politics are going
TRUARMY: Trust in the army
IMPISS2: Second most important issue facing the country
IMPISS1: Most important issue facing the country
ENEMCNTR: Biggest enemy of the country
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NK1_1: Should Russia be involved in finding a solution for the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict?

NK1_2: Should the United States be involved in finding a solution for the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict?

NK1_3: Should France be involved in finding a solution for the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict?

NK1_4: Should Turkey be involved in finding a solution for the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict?

NK1_5: Should the EU be involved in finding a solution for the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict?

NK2: When will the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict be resolved?
NK3: Prospects of Nagorno-Karabakh becoming an integral part of 

Azerbaijan after May 1994
NK4_1: Solution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict within the next 5 

years by peaceful negotiation
NK4_2: Solution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict within the next 5 

years by force
NK5AR_1: Resolution option for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict: Nagorno-

Karabakh becomes part of Armenia
NK5AR_2: Resolution option for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict: Nagorno-

Karabakh becomes an independent country
NK5AR_3: Resolution option for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict: Creation 

of a special administrative region jointly governed by Azerbaijan 
and Armenia

NK5AR_4: Resolution option for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict: Nagorno-
Karabakh gets high degree of autonomy within Azerbaijan

NK5AR_5: Resolution option for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict: Nagorno-
Karabakh becomes part of Azerbaijan without autonomy

ACTDISC: Activities during last 6 months: Discussed politics with friends/
colleagues

Logistic regression models were statistically significant. Of all eleven predic-
tor variables for the first model (see Table 5), four were statistically significant. 
The model yielded interesting results in that gender, age and trust towards the 
army were not significant predictors of mentioning the unsolved territorial con-
flict as the main issue of Armenia. Instead, those who reported being happy were 
slightly more likely to mention the conflict. Those who thought that country was 
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moving in the right or wrong direction (i.e. had a strong opinion about it) were 
again more likely to mention the conflict. Additionally, those who approved of 
business with Azerbaijanis were more likely to express concern about the con-
flict. Lastly, those who reported discussing politics were more likely to mention 
the conflict as opposed to the same group in 2004.   

One general conclusion would be that generally positive attitudes were driv-
ers for naming the conflict as the main issue of Armenia in 2011. 

Of four predictor variables for the second model (see Table 6), three were sta-
tistically significant. Those members of the Armenian society who believed that 
there were prospects for resolution where less likely to express concern, while 
those who thought that the solution of the conflict would be by force were more 
likely to name the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. 

Of all four predictor variables for the third model (see Table 7), three were 
statistically significant. Interestingly, likelihood of trusting the army was not pre-
dicted by dispositions on peaceful vs. forceful conflict resolution. However, like-
lihood to trust the army increased with belief in the possibility that the conflict 
will be resolved and that resolution will take place sooner rather than later. Here, 
we can metaphorically say that people were not inclined to think in terms of “no 
war, no peace,” and were affected by the possibility of any type of resolution. The 
model predicted a societal disposition that can be summarized as “not war, not 
peace, but a solution” against the background of positively driven concerns.   

A wide variety of questions on the conflict were asked in 2011. As discus-
sion of politics was an important predictor variable in the course of the analysis, 
it was decided to look at the subgroup that discussed politics and check what 
dispositions they were likely to have in respect to involvement of third parties 
in the resolution process. It turned out that those who thought that France and 
EU should be involved in finding a solution to the conflict were more likely to 
discuss politics (see Tables 5-9 for the 2011 models). 

Models for 2012 and 2013: Findings
Compared to 2011, 2012 and 2013 did not exhibit any unique results in the data-
sets. Political context-related predictor variables were explored through the fol-
lowing measures or questions: 
BUSINAZE: Approval of doing business with Azerbaijanis
MARWAZE: Approval of women marrying Azerbaijanis
POLDIRN: Direction in which the country’s domestic politics are going
TRUARMY: Trust-army
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MPISS1: Most important issue facing the country
IMPISS2: Second most important issue facing the country
ENEMCNTR: Biggest enemy of the country
ARMGEN23: Opening the border: Effect on national security
DISCPOL: How often do you discuss politics and current events with 

friends/close relatives

For 2012, out of twelve (12) predictors, only two (2) were statistically sig-
nificant. In particular, those respondents who thought that Armenia was moving 
in the right direction were more likely to mention the conflict as the main issue, 
while those who expressed distrust towards the army were less likely to think 
of the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. In 2013, more males were likely to 
mention the conflict as the main issue and the tendency for those who believed 
Armenia was moving in the right direction was continued: they were more likely 
to mention the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. It is worth mentioning that 
the attitude towards the opening of the Armenia-Turkey border was not accurate 
in predicting the likelihood of mentioning the conflict as an issue. 

For both 2012 and 2013, the discussion of politics was not a significant pre-
dictor of the likelihood to mention the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. See 
Tables 10 and 11 for the models for 2011 and 2013. 

Models for 2015 and 2017: Findings
The shift that has been shown through descriptive statistics to have occurred 
starting in 2013 found its manifestation in 2015 and 2017. Political context-re-
lated predictor variables were explored through the following measures or ques-
tions: 
BUSINAZE: Approval of doing business with Azerbaijanis
MARWAZE: Approval of women marrying Azerbaijanis
POLDIRN: Direction in which the country’s domestic politics are going
CNTPROS: Will the situation in Armenia improve or not?
SUPTSRER: Condemn or support Sasna Tsrer‘s actions
TRUARMY: Trust towards the Army
IMPISS1: Most important issue facing the country
IMPISS2: Second most important issue facing the country
DISCPOL: How often do you discuss politics/current events with friends/

close relatives?
MAINFRN: Main friend of the country
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MAINENEM: Main enemy of the country

In 2015, age and gender were significantly predictive of the likelihood of men-
tioning the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. In particular, older members 
of the society were more likely to express concern about the conflict. Males were 
again more likely to mention the conflict as the main issue. Happiness became 
a significant predictor again, but in contrast to previous data in 2011, those who 
were happier were less likely to mention the conflict as an issue. The tendency 
prevailed for those who thought that Armenia was moving in the right direction 
to be more likely to be concerned about the conflict. Those who named the U.S. 
as the main friend of Armenia were more likely to mention the conflict as an is-
sue. Respondents who answered “do not know” to the question about the main 
enemy of Armenia were less likely to mention the conflict as Armenia’s main is-
sue. Lastly, those who expressed distrust towards the army were again less likely 
to mention the conflict as an issue.    

In 2017, happiness was not a predictor of the likelihood of mentioning the 
conflict as an issue. Those members of the society who named Turkey as the 
main enemy of Armenia were less likely to mention the conflict as the main issue 
of Armenia. 

Respondents who expressed disposition, either supporting or condemning, 
towards the actions of the Sasna Tsrer group, were more likely to mention the 
conflict as the main issue of Armenia. 

Those respondents who reported having discussed politics were again slight-
ly less likely to mention the conflict as an issue (see Tables 12 and 13 for models 
for 2015 and 2017). 

CONCLUSION
The models revealed that from 2004 to 2017, males were more likely to mention 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as the main issue of Armenia. In 2004 and 2015, 
increased age was associated with increased likelihood of exhibiting concern 
about the conflict. 

It was only in 2004 that increasing belief that Armenia was moving in the 
right direction was associated with reduced likelihood of exhibiting concern 
about the conflict. Later, from 2009 to 2017, those respondents who thought 
that Armenia was moving in right direction were more likely to mention the con-
flict as the main issue.  
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In 2004, those members of the society who gave positive answers to ques-
tions about political and economic cooperation with Azerbaijan were two times 
more likely to mention the conflict as the main issue. Similarly, in 2011, those 
who considered doing business with Azerbaijanis were more likely to express 
concern.

In 2004, those respondents from Yerevan who were neutral towards the army 
were more likely to mention the conflict as an issue. In addition, those who ex-
pressed distrust towards the army were more likely to mention the conflict as an 
issue, in contrast to subsequent years. In 2010, trust towards the army was not a 
significant predictor of mentioning the unresolved territorial conflict as the main 
issue of Armenia. Instead, those who reported being happy were slightly more 
probable to mention the issue. In 2011, the likelihood of trust towards the army 
was not predicted by dispositions on whether the conflict would end in peaceful 
or military resolution, but belief in the possibility of resolution increased, as did 
trust in the army.

Those who expressed distrust towards the army were more likely to mention 
the conflict as an issue (in contrast to recent years). Interestingly, in 2012 and 
2013, those who expressed distrust towards the army were less likely to think 
of the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. Similarly, in 2015, those members 
of the society who expressed distrust towards the army were again less likely 
to mention the conflict as an issue. In 2017, respondents who thought that Ar-
menia should rely on itself in the resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
were more likely to believe that the army had not been ready for the April 2016 
escalation. 

In 2004, those respondents in Yerevan who often discussed politics were less 
likely to mention the conflict as an issue. After 2011, those respondents in Ar-
menia who reported discussing politics (as opposed to those in 2004 in Yerevan) 
were more likely to mention the issue.

Those who believed that France and the EU should be involved in finding a 
solution to the conflict were more likely to discuss politics. 

In 2017, those members of the society who reported having discussed politics 
were again slightly less likely to mention the conflict as an issue. Hence, across 
years, the discussion of politics was statistically significant in predicting greater 
or lesser likelihood of mentioning the conflict as the main issue for Armenia.

To reflect on the specificities per year, it is notable that 2009 and 2010, 2012 
and 2013 did not exhibit unique dynamics. In 2011, however, positive attitudes 
were drivers for mentioning the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. Gender, 
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age and trust towards the army were not significant predictors of mentioning the 
conflict as the main issue for Armenia. Instead, those who reported being happy 
were slightly more likely to mention it. Those who thought that resolution of 
the conflict was possible were more likely to mention the conflict as the main is-
sue. Those who thought that the solution of the conflict would be by force were 
more likely to mention the conflict as the main issue. The greater their belief 
that the conflict could be resolved, the greater the likelihood that the respondent 
trusted the army. The attitude was more likely to be affected by the possibility 
of any type of resolution – hence, the model predicts societal disposition of ‘nei-
ther war nor piece, but a solution’ – and this in the context of overall positively 
driven concerns. Those who thought that France and the EU should be involved 
in finding a solution to the conflict were more likely to discuss politics.  

In 2015, age and gender were significantly predictive of the likelihood of 
mentioning the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. Older members of the 
society were more likely to express concern. Males were again more likely to pri-
oritize the conflict. In 2015, happiness became a significant predictor again, but 
this time, in contrast to 2011, those who were happier were less likely to mention 
the conflict as an issue. Those who named the U.S. as the main friend of Armenia 
were more likely to mention the conflict as an issue. The members of the society 
who answered “do not know” to the question about the main enemy of Armenia 
were less likely to mention the conflict as the main issue for Armenia. 

In 2017, those members of the society who thought Turkey was the main 
enemy of Armenia were less likely to mention the conflict as the main issue. The 
members of the society who expressed a disposition (either supporting or con-
demning) towards the actions of the Sasna Tsrer group were more likely to men-
tion the conflict as the main issue of Armenia. 
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While media coverage of 
wars and conflicts is an im-
portant indicator of free-

dom of speech, it can also be a marker 
in the sense that it reveals societal at-
titudes to the events in hand and says 
something about the human values 
shared by members of the society. 

This article is based on data ob-
tained from two focus-group debates 
organised by the Caucasus Institute 
( June and November 2017) and inter-
views conducted by the author in Feb-
ruary-March 2018. The focus groups 
and interviews were conducted in ac-
cordance with Chatham House rules. 

The words of a media executive ut-
tered in June 2017 epitomize the gen-
eral attitude of the Armenian media 
in the first ten days of April 2016. He 
said: 

Our biggest problem was that we 
did not know what we could report 
and what would be unacceptable. We 
were waiting for directions, but they 
would not come. At the end of the day, 
we all tried to do the right thing but 
were totally unsure of ourselves. 

This insight, of course, is impor-
tant. First of all, it means that, to a cer-

m e d I a  I n s I g h t

Mark Grigoryan

seeKiNg 
seCuriTy 
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tain degree, there is freedom of speech 
in Armenia.

At the same time, talking on a su-
perficial level, we can say that it was a 
typical case of self-censorship, and it 
really was. The Collins English Diction-
ary defines self-censorship as “the reg-
ulation  of a group’s actions and  state-
ments by its own members rather than 
an external agency.”1 

However, I will argue that deeper 
analysis of this insight would lead 
us to no less significant conclusions 
about the media situation in Armenia. 
Amongst other things, it reveals ele-
ments of the moral system adopted by 
the Armenian society. It implies that in 
terms of values, the perceived interests 
of Armenia and Artsakh trump free-
dom of speech. This begs the question, 
which interests are more important 
than freedom of speech and why? 

I will argue that during the escala-
tion in early April 2016, the work of 
Armenian reporters was viewed by 
the journalistic community chiefly as 
an issue of security, which was seen 
as more important than freedom of 
speech per se. 

SOURCES OF INFORMATION 
During the first days of April, Arme-
nian journalists found themselves in a 
situation where they could not get in-
1  Collins English Dictionary. https://www.
collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/
self-censorship

formation directly from the frontline, 
because physically getting there was 
extremely dangerous, and also because 
reporters were not permitted free ac-
cess too close to the line of fire. 

The media had to rely on sources 
different from journalists’ own eyes. 
There was almost no immediate re-
porting from the line of contact, except 
a handful of cases. However, many 
were happy to receive second-hand in-
formation from the following sources: 

• The Facebook page of Artsrun 
Hovhannisyan, the spokesman of 
the Armenian Ministry of Defence

• The Website of the Armenian Min-
istry of Defence

• The Facebook page of David Ba-
bayan, the spokesman of the Min-
istry of Defence of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh

• The website of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh’s Ministry of Defence

• The Facebook page of Edik Bagh-
dasaryan, an investigative reporter 
who managed to travel to the village 
of Talish and document the atroci-
ties by the Azerbaijani military

• Facebook pages of a handful of 
trusted individuals, including pop-
ular blogger Samvel Martirosyan

• Starting from the second day of the 
escalation, a new source of infor-
mation emerged. It was an Interna-
tional Press Centre established in 
Karabakh with the goal of provid-
ing information to the media
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Information from these sources was 
not double-checked. In general, it was 
difficult to verify the information from 
the frontline. For instance, the num-
bers of casualties or territorial gains 
and losses were not verifiable. There 
was another problem: what were the 
journalists expected to do if the official 
information turned out to be false? Re-
port that it was false? Official sources 
were seen as safe in terms of Armenian 
interests and security of Karabakh and 
Armenia, which meant that they had to 
be trusted.

As a result, the Armenian public 
was receiving unconfirmed informa-
tion from official sources and from the 
Facebook pages of several trusted indi-
viduals. We can thus assume that trust 
was the keyword in terms of informa-
tion flows during the April 2016 esca-
lation, or April War, as it is often called 
in Armenia. 

One of the problematic parts of this 
situation was reporting the losses. In 
general, official spokespersons in post-
Soviet countries are cautious about re-
vealing the true numbers of casualties. 

One of notorious cases was during 
huge ethnic clashes in the Kyrgyz town 
of Osh in 2010. The clashes were so 
violent that, according to international 
estimates, about 400 000 people fled 
their homes,2 and the death toll may 
2 “Kyrgyzstan Ethnic Violence has Displaced 
400, 000, Says UN,” The Guardian, June 
17, 2010. https://www.theguardian.com/

have been over 2000.3 However, offi-
cial sources spoke of 426 dead.4

I was in Osh at that time. On the 
first night of the clashes, I was ap-
proached by the spokesman of a Kyr-
gyz government ministry, who said 
that according to confidential informa-
tion, more than 60 people were dead. 
“What should I say to the media?” he 
asked. Being there as a media expert, 
I said that he should report what he 
knows to be true, “Anyway, the real 
death toll will sooner or later become 
known, and misinforming will not 
help to build confidence between the 
government and the public.” 

In the morning the spokesman told 
journalists that there were just a dozen 
dead. He did not do it because he really 
wanted to disorient the public. He was 
trying to downplay the seriousness of 
the conflict because he did not want to 
“stir up the passions.”

Apparently, this concern about “not 
stirring up” people’s emotions and 
strong sentiments is what drives post-
Soviet government officials to try and 
keep the information flow under con-
trol during violent clashes. 

world/2010/jun/17/kyrgyzstan-ethnic-vio-
lence-refugees-united-nations 
3 “Death Toll in Kyrgyzstan Clashes Could 
Be ‘Much Higher’,” BBC News, June 18, 2010. 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10347472 
4 “‘Detailed Chronology’ of Osh Tragedy 
(Kyrgyzstan) Published” (in Russian), REG-
NUM, June 1, 2012. https://regnum.ru/
news/1537370.html
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While covering the April 2016 
events, Armenian media sometimes 
quoted Azerbaijani media, but these 
quotes were always set off by informa-
tion from Armenian sources or quotes 
from Armenian experts or officials. 
That said, the general approach was 
defined by a presumption that the 
Azerbaijani media serve as a mouth-
piece for the government (because 
“Azerbaijan is a ‘not free’ country in 
terms of freedom of speech”), hence 
it should not be trusted, which means 
that there is no reason to maintain bal-
ance between Armenian and Azerbai-
jani reports. 

ADDRESSEES OF MEDIA 
REPORTS  
Reports in the Armenian media tar-
geted various audiences. Reports in 
Armenian were definitely addressed 
to the population of Armenia and 
Karabakh. In Russian, the reports were 
seen as a means to reach audiences 
in Azerbaijan, and to a lesser extent, 
in Russia. In reality, their audience in 
Azerbaijan includes mainly media and 
security officers who specialise on the 
information war with Armenia. That 
means that reports in Russian, though 
disseminated via mass media, had a 

distinctive audience of several dozens 
of specialists. In English, the media 
reports were directed towards the in-
ternational community and the Ar-
menian diaspora (mainly in the USA). 
However, with the different audiences, 
the content of the reports was not sub-
stantially different. 

In general, the media coverage of 
those events could also be regarded as 
a massive damage control operation, 
with security viewed as a major issue, 
more important than the freedom of 
speech; with information coming un-
checked from a handful of sources and 
with editors being very careful not to 
play into the hands of Azerbaijani mili-
tary and propaganda.  

These approaches show that the 
majority of media outlets in Armenia 
and Nagorno-Karabakh were report-
ing the escalation of the conflict based 
on the logic of information war rather 
than the ‘classical’ journalistic duty 
to disseminate information. This ap-
proach could arguably be substanti-
ated by the active involvement of users 
(from both sides) of social networks, 
namely Facebook, in informing – and 
misinforming – about the situation on 
the frontline. 
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