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Abstract

The recent clashes between Azerbaijan and Armenia over Karabakh have led to a
polarization of experts, media and public opinion around the world. Extremist
rhetoric on both sides clouds the underlying reasons for the end of the ceasefire
that has largely been in effect (albeit with a few setbacks over the years) since
1994, cementing a status quo unacceptable for Azerbaijan. Since the ceasefire,
Azerbaijan has been committed to regaining its lost territories and has
modernized its military, alliances and bureaucratic structures to achieve this aim.
Armenia, on the other hand, has largely depended on international institutions
and Russia to keep the status quo and has largely neglected alternative solutions
that might bring about a change in the borders of the territory under its control.
International institutions also benefitted from the frozen status of the conflict and
did not necessarily enforce any of the peace deals that they had mediated. This
article explores how the Karabakh War has impacted both Azerbaijan and
Armenia since the ceasefire that created a 26-year status quo in the region and
calls attention to the need to implement a comprehensive plan to bring peace to
Karabakh.
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Introduction

“War makes states,” Charles Tilly famously claimed when analyzing how coercive
exploitation played a part in state-making.[i] Although Tilly did not specifically
address post-Soviet states in his seminal work published some years before the
collapse of the USSR, it is obvious that the presence of war had a significant
impact on the states that emerged out of the rubble of the USSR. In the case of
the South Caucasus, Georgia faced wars in several breakaway territories within
its borders, and Azerbaijan and Armenia fought over Nagorno-Karabakh, situated
and internationally recognized as part of Azerbaijan with a predominantly
Armenian population. The trajectory of the war, made and remade all these states
while they faced the triple transition of democratization, marketization and
state/nation-building.[ii]

When attempting to analyze the current developments in the South Caucasus,
more specifically the end of the ceasefire in late September of this year between
Azerbaijan and Armenia that had been in effect since 1994 (albeit with a few



setbacks over the years [iii]), it is important to remember that the presence of war
has been an element in the state and nation-building of these countries. It has
guided the rhetoric, narrative and practices of the triple transition these states
have faced since their independence from the Soviet Union in 1991.

The end of the Karabakh status quo

Perhaps one way to analyze the recent conflict is by looking at the socio-economic
and demographic developments of the region to see how the past fuels the war.
To begin with, it should be noted that the loss of life - any life - whichever side it
is on is a sad and heartbreaking thing. This includes the lives of not only civilians
(who should be guarded under international humanitarian laws) but also military
personnel - many of whom are conscripted young men who may be on the
battlefield unwillingly and under the threat of greater violence from their home
countries.

As we are all bombarded with information about the gains of one side and the
losses of another side, and the pressure from outside patrons with biased
positions, it is quite clear that this war is being fought not only on the battlefields
of Karabakh but also in the media.[iv] The post-truth era is full of misleading
information, but the Karabakh conflict has brought it to new heights. The
presence of extremists on both sides has silenced those trying to find the middle
ground and words like ethnic cleansing and genocide are thrown around by each
side every day.[v] Social media, with its own algorithms also creates its own
extremists since, if you are prone to one point of view, you are constantly
bombarded with posts that portray those perspectives. It is possible that in this
war, there may be two victors - one on the battlefield and one in international
public opinion. Thus, a first step towards toning down the war will have to start
with a media plan that includes unbiased inclusive language of both sides.

One issue that has come to the forefront in this war, though it has been also
visible in other conflicts, is how the Western press treats those that it deems non-
Western “outsiders”. As one browses through the Western press, it may seem that
they are immune to the pain and suffering of non-Western and especially non-
Christian societies. This especially rings true when the perpetrator may be a
group that was previously victimized themselves in history. This lack of concern
for “the other” then creates a vicious cycle and lack of trust in Western mediators,
institutions and leaders. Objectivity, it seems, has never existed in this conflict for



states trying to find solutions. Turkey and Russia are not - and cannot be -
impartial and objective, nor are they expected to be, although the expectation of
staying away from physical fighting on another state’s behalf is rightfully awaited.
Yet, the other states should also break free of their biases - which they have not
been able to do so until this point - if they are wish to take part in mediation
between the warring states.

Plain and simple; Armenians won the last war that resulted in the ceasefire of
1994. This traumatic event has had a significant impact on the state-building of
Azerbaijan, as the top leadership was ousted in tandem with the military losses in
Karabakh. In fairness to the Azerbaijanis however, we should acknowledge that
they had no real army, there was a vacuum at the very top with several different
groups trying to control the state, their soldiers had no real background in the
Soviet army that gave them training as most Muslim citizens of the USSR were
placed in construction battalions and non-fighting roles in the Soviet military, and
they had not yet started receiving the wealth of their oil.

The Armenians had the upper hand as the international context was in their
corner, Russia was very supportive of Armenian claims and the Armenian
diaspora poured money and fighters into the region. Moreover, many military
personnel that were unemployed because of the collapse of the Russian economy
served as mercenaries on the side of Armenia as well. This is why I find
references to any mercenaries in the current war as being some sort of a violation
of international norms interesting since the first war had so many mercenaries
that fought on the Armenian side.

The ceasefire resulted in a frozen conflict where the two sides were expected to
commit to making concessions, which - if you look at the latest outcome resulting
in the Madrid Principles - was very accommodating towards the victor of the
war.[vi] The Karabakh Armenians would get a link with Armenia proper with the
Lachin corridor, international peacekeepers would provide security guarantees
and the final legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh would be determined through a
legally binding expression of will with Karabakh having self-governance. All sides
agreed to these terms, yet none of the territories were returned and a status quo
ensued for many years. No frozen conflict in reality remains frozen and it seems
obvious now that the Armenians did themselves a disservice by not locking in
their gains when they had the upper hand. All frozen wars are thawing wars and
Armenia is learning this the hard way.



What Has Changed?

What has changed in the 26 years since the ceasefire? First of all, there is no
longer an internal struggle for power in Azerbaijan since it has been ruled
dynastically by first Heydar Aliyev (1993-2003) and then his son ilham Aliyev
(since 2003), who is currently the President. Secondly, the oil-wealth has
increased the influence that Azerbaijan wields on the international stage and has
also given it a strategic importance among many Western states. Thirdly, while
Azerbaijan has flourished economically, Armenia has gone in the opposite
direction (see Table 1).

Table 1: Comparison of Selected Economic Indicators’

Population | Unemplovment Rate | Youth % of Living
(2019) (% of total labor | Unemployvment | Below Poverty
5 force), (2020) Rate (% of | Line (2018)
total labor
force, ages 15-
24), (2020)
Azerbaijan 10,023 318 5,96% 15,7% 6%
Armenia 2.957.731 16,625% 34.05% 23.5%

We can sidetrack and talk about the lack of democratic institutions in Azerbaijan
or how the income has not been equally distributed - as many proponents of
Armenia are doing - but that does not change the fact that the public support for
the latest war to “reclaim Azerbaijan’s territory” is extremely high in Azerbaijan.
Just scroll through the internet feeds of opposition voices that have had to leave
Azerbaijan - not much criticism even among those that are extremely opposed to
Aliyev himself.

Armenia, on the other hand, has had to deal with economic downturn, brain drain
of its younger population, high unemployment, a negative migration rate, loss of
its energy supplies from Azerbaijan and loss of trade with both Azerbaijan and
Turkey which are blockading it economically.[vii] The active Armenian diaspora
cannot make up for this economic deficit and while they fuel the war sitting at
their keyboards in Los Angeles, New York, Paris and elsewhere, they do not and
cannot support every day Armenians who are left behind to live in post-war
Armenia. Approximately one in four people in Armenia lives below the poverty
line.[viii] It has been said that the diaspora tries to resurrect the dead while



forgetting about the living. The upper hand that Armenia held in 1994 has
diminished as it no longer has the wealth, population or international support it
once did. Many Armenian political leaders have exploited the nationalism around
Karabakh to keep themselves in power. One expert suggested the title “How
Nikol Pashinian lost Karabakh” as a headline worth considering.[ix] Just looking
at the demographics of both of these countries makes the current developments a
no-brainer.

Instead of focusing on the real socio-economic and demographic reasons for poor
performance of its Armed forces so far, the current rhetoric in Armenia about
Armenian losses has centered around their victimization throughout history,
especially at the hands of the Turks. While the victimization is also embedded in
Armenian national and cultural identity, victims of the past can also be victimizers
in later years, and to refer to past traumas not related to current events only
creates a narrative and deadly cycle of hate and mistrust. Both sides in this war
are guilty of crimes against the other group. As traumatic as the events of 1915
were, Karabakh is not Eastern Anatolia and for centuries during the Russian
empire and the USSR, Armenians and Azerbaijani Turks co-mingled and settled
across this territory. Karabakh is diverse and its history does not belong to only
one group, nor does the history of violence. Look back on past events and you will
see Azeris killed in Hodjali and Kelbajar, and elsewhere, and you will see
Armenians killed in Sumgait and Baku. Many of the so-called experts one reads
these days only underline the killings of one group and completely omit the lives
of the others. How can we expect impartiality from those that use a biased
framework to begin with?

Clashing Claims over Karabakh

If an identity based on victimization is one part of the story, ancestral claims to
Karabakh are another. As moving as this may be, biblical claims to land are not a
legitimate legal basis to change state borders that exist under international law.
There are several UN Security Council Resolutions that clearly outline the status
of Karabakh and under which country’s borders it lies. We cannot pick and choose
which part of international law we want to respect - that would set a very
dangerous precedent for future international conflicts.

While it is true that the Karabakh Armenians of the USSR petitioned to be
included in Armenia, those petitioning did not include the Azeri citizens living in



the territory, so the process was exclusionary to begin with. In addition to this,
nowhere in any of the USSR borders were the additional 7 regions - occupied by
Armenian forces since the early 1990s outside the Nagorno-Karabakh- included as
part of Karabakh. Claiming them as part of a newly imagined “historical
homeland” with a different name does not create a legal basis for international
recognition. The USSR fell apart and 15 new states came out of its rubble, and
none of the disputed territories or sub-regions in any of the other states have
been recognized internationally.

Moreover, causing the Azerbaijani population to flee and then claiming their land
(especially in places like Shusha where a majority of the population were
Azerbaijanis) presents a violation of the rights of those residents / citizens. Many
of the Azerbaijanis who have been internally displaced are still alive holding on to
the keys of the homes they were forced to abandon. These memories obviously
create resentment that has fueled the current war.

In addition to ousting several presidents from office and leading to the
consolidation of the House of Aliyev, the defeat in Karabakh in the early 1990s
has also had a more grassroots impact. Due to the conflict, Azerbaijan has one of
the highest numbers of internally displaced persons (IDP’s) in the world.[x] None
of these people had any say in the current government of Karabakh, nor are they
allowed to go home, making it impossible to call an area cleansed of one ethnic
group the democracy it claims to be. These IDPs are not only a financial burden
on the state of Azerbaijan, they are also voting citizens that demand to return to
their lands. The presence of these IDPs also keeps the frozen conflict alive every
day in society and politics. Aliyev may not be a democrat, he may be oppressive,
but one cannot argue against the widespread public support he has on the issue
of Karabakh.

International Scene

The bulk of recent Armenian ire is aimed at Turkey, seen as the “big bad wolf”
who changed the status quo of the 1990s and encouraged as well as empowered
Azerbaijan to regain territories. Without a doubt, Turkey supports Azerbaijan,
ideologically and with military insight and weapons it sells. But the extent of that
support is grossly overexaggerated by the Armenian diaspora. Turkey supported
Azerbaijan during the first war as well, though it was not in a position
internationally to do so at the level it is doing today and it did yet not produce the



weapons that it has sold to Azerbaijan recently.

Listening to many webinars, interviews and statements of experts on this conflict,
one finds that most Armenian “experts” are erroneously claiming that Turkish
support on the ground has shifted the balance of power. This argument only
serves to undermine Azerbaijan’s own military personnel. It is no secret that
Azerbaijan has been preparing for this war for a very long time. They have been
training their military, and buying expensive weapons not only from Turkey but
also from Israel and Russia.[xi] They certainly have the oil wealth to do so. This is
not a Turkish military victory, the victories are all Azeri, but with the support of
Turkish backing on the international political front which has had an impact on
Russian and Iranian involvement in the conflict. Also, we should not
underestimate the changes in the international climate. Certainly, Russia is not as
supportive of Armenia as it was in the early 1990s, as well as the Western
countries where the Armenian Diaspora is still very active.

This drive to paint Azerbaijan as “perpetual military losers with no real military
prowess” is keeping many of the so-called experts from seeing the bigger picture.
This is as much a loss of vision in Armenia as it is a victory for Azerbaijan. This
conflict was bound to happen, so the real question is why were the Azeris were so
prepared and the Armenians so unprepared? Some experts who travelled to
Armenia in the past state that they had expressed to the Armenian leadership the
need to compromise but that they were not heeded, with one military commander
stating that Armenia would even take Baku if the Azeris tried to retake
Karabakh.[xii] There is a need to detox the state of these types of nationalists that
have kept Armenia from moving forward in peace negotiations.

Almost 30 years have passed since the dissolution of the USSR, 26 years since the
ceasefire between Azerbaijan and Armenia. Many mediators, institutions and
negotiators have tried their hand at solving this conflict. Yet not one territory was
returned, not one legal change was made. Suffice it to say that this war and the
frozen conflict of the past 26 years is also a failure of the international community
and its institutions. As Thomas De Waal, a leading expert in the field, recently
stated on his Twitter feed that the CSTO, EU’s Eastern Partnership and the OSCE
are all going to have to take a hard look at themselves and some of these
institutions may not survive after the conflict.[xiii] For years many experts made
tons of money by providing analyses which led to the current situation we are in.
It is almost as if the international community wanted to keep this frozen conflict



as long as it could and made no real push to resolve it and certainly did not
enforce any of the principles that were mediated. As a peacemaker in the region,
Arpi Bekaryan noted that they “did not speak and only whispered” and it seems
clear that those receiving grants for peace-building actually acted against it
because peace requires a comprehensive plan.[xiv]

While the focus so far has been on Azerbaijan’s changing military capabilities and
its successes on the battlefield, not enough credit has been given to its diplomatic
corps. For many years I have worked with and watched many young, talented
Azerbaijanis learn the intricacies of international organizations, extend their
international network, and master different languages -aside from their native
Azerbaijani Turkish, they are native in Russian and well versed in English and
French as well. This is one of the reasons why the international community is not
reacting to Azerbaijan the way it once did. Contrary to popular thinking, not all of
the oil money went to weapons and corruption, some of the money was invested in
bringing the best scholars and experts to Baku to train up and coming individuals
in public diplomacy.[xv] It is certainly paying off now.

Conclusion

So where do we go from here? With grassroot support and massive investments
into military equipment and weapons, it seems that Azerbaijan is gaining
significant territory on the ground and it is looking more and more likely that the
terms of the previous ceasefire may no longer hold. International negotiations
over the future of Nagorno-Karabakh will need concessions from Armenia that
were not on the table in 1994. In keeping with Tilly’s work, the impact of this loss
will obviously have an impact on domestic Armenian politics. Unlike more
pessimistic commentators however, I believe it is possible for Azerbaijanis and
Armenians to live together in peace. But for that to happen, any future peace deal
needs to create an economic bond for the Karabakh Armenians with Azerbaijan. It
should also be noted that, even if Azerbaijan is winning on the ground, if there is
a peace deal that can be made that will save the lives of people - civilian and
military alike - that it is worth considering. One should never forget that victory
in this region can be fickle. War may have made these states, but lasting peace
can serve to sustain them.
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