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Abstract

How does the presence of a patron-client relation contribute the onset of ethnic cleansing? There

has been a growing body of literature examining the complexities of ethnic cleansing as a

concept and the various determinants that contribute to the onset of such phenomenon. Michael

Mann’s theorization that ethnic cleansing occurs when the democratization process is

weaponized by political elites seeking to maintain their power, resulting in the egalitarian and

inclusive principals of democracy being supplanted by an exclusionary, ethno-nationalist

conception of the nation-state. I argue that the incorporation of the patron-client model of

international relations would build upon Mann’s theorization of ethnic cleansing by providing a

more in-depth understanding of how military aid and ideological legitimacy from a patron state

contributes to a state adopting the violent and exclusionary policy of ethnic cleansing. A case

study of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War (1988-1994) confirms the importance of analyzing

existing patron-client relations, as the Armenian political elite, intelligentsia, and military aid

played a significant role in the escalation of the conflict into ethnic cleansing.

Abstrakt

Jak přispívá přítomnost vztahu patrona a klienta k nástupu etnických čistek? V poslední době se

množí literatura zabývající se složitostí etnických čistek jako konceptu a různými faktory, které

přispívají k jejich vzniku. Teorie Michaela Manna, podle níž k etnickým čistkám dochází, když

proces demokratizace ozbrojí politické elity usilující o udržení své moci, což vede k tomu, že

rovnostářské a inkluzivní principy demokracie jsou nahrazeny vylučujícím, etnonacionalistickým

pojetím národního státu. Tvrdím, že začlenění modelu patron-klient mezinárodních vztahů by

navázalo na Mannovu teoretizaci etnických čistek tím, že by poskytlo hlubší pochopení toho, jak

vojenská pomoc a ideologická legitimita ze strany státu-patrona přispívá k tomu, že stát přijímá

násilnou a vylučující politiku etnických čistek. Případová studie první války v Náhorním

Karabachu (1988-1994) potvrzuje důležitost analýzy existujících vztahů mezi patrony a klienty,

neboť arménská politická elita, inteligence a vojenská pomoc hrály významnou roli při eskalaci

konfliktu do etnických čistek.
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Introduction

Frankensteins have a habit of losing control of
their monsters.

–David Rieff, “Case Study in Ethnic Strife”

The First Nagorno-Karabakh War, from February 1988 to May 1994, was just one of the many

conflicts of the new, post-Soviet era in international politics. During this period numerous states,

autonomous provinces and ethnic groups sought sovereignty or the acquisition of new territorial

and resource claims. These declarations were rarely met with peaceful accords; intense bouts of

armed conflict afflicted the post-Soviet region and the former Yugoslavia, as the norm of self-

determination clashed with the legal rights of sovereign states. This period–for some the “End of

History”–became marked by the displacement of millions and the extrajudicial killings of

thousands. It was during this time that “ethnic cleansing” came to the forefront of the attention of

the media and politicians. Ethnic cleansing, despite gaining popularity during the 1990’s, was a

program that was practiced by states throughout all of history (Bell-Fialkoff 1993) but became

especially prevalent during the twentieth century (Martin 1998). Ethnic cleansing, and in some

instances acts of genocide, scarred the post-Soviet and Yugoslav spaces. These conflicts

appeared to be the result of ethnic tensions that have been merely suppressed by the Soviet and

Yugoslav governments; however, upon further analysis there are numerous determinates that

accounted for the outbreak of such violence, with ethnic grievances (often referred to as “ancient

hatreds”) being but a single, and often over-emphasized, determinant.
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It was during the start of the twenty-first century that the academic community took a

singular focus to ethnic cleansing. Prior to the events of the 1990’s, ethnic cleansing was closely

linked to genocide and the field of genocide studies; the conflicts that occurred in Nagorno-

Karabakh and in the former Yugoslavia demonstrated that ethnic cleansing is a form of civilian

victimization that contains mechanisms that delineate such violence from genocide. The aspect

of ethnic cleansing that was analyzed most was the various determinants to the onset of ethnic

cleansing violence. One such scholar, Michael Mann (2005), posited a robust analysis of ethnic

cleansing onset. According to Mann, ethnic cleansing is largely the product of the subversion of

the democratization process. During such instances, political elites seeking to maintain or gain

power within the fledging democratic governments will exploit a superficial understanding of the

democratic polis, thus espousing ethno-nationalist rhetoric that affirms a belief in the

homogenization of the state’s territory. These political leaders gain legitimacy, and thus power,

in the eyes of their constituents by being the vanguard of the ethno-nationalist state. When such

rhetoric is paired with the breakdown of internal order and escalation to armed conflict, the

subsequent government and military policy will likely be one of ethnic cleansing.

Mann’s analysis contributes significantly to the study of ethnic cleansing. Yet no matter

how robust the analysis is there are always determinates and mechanisms to be further analyzed.

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the theoretical framework that Mann put forth.

Specifically, this paper seeks to expand upon the role of outside states in the legitimation and

support to a government that enacts of program of ethnic cleansing. The goal of this research

would be to contribute to Mann’s theoretical framework: the “democratic” roots of ethnic

cleansing. The existing literature acknowledges the role of third-party states in the onset of

ethnic cleansing, but this role is limited to neighboring states that share the ethnic identity of the
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victimized ethnic group–ethnic cleansing is seen as a strategic decision to counter a potential

fifth-column group during periods of armed conflict. What remains under-analyzed is the role of

third-party, patron states that provide materiel support and ideological legitimacy to perpetrators

of ethnic cleansing. What is especially worth analyzing is how does the call to self-determination

from this patron state encourage the violent homogenization by the ethnic cleansing perpetrators?

How does the materiel support and international legitimacy from a recognized, sovereign state,

contribute to the onset of ethnic cleansing? I argue that the patron state can act as a fundamental

actor in the onset of ethnic cleansing by providing the weaker, client state both military support

and ideological legitimacy, thus simultaneously neutralizing any asymmetry of military power

and legitimizing an ethno-nationalist conceptualization of the nation-state.

This paper is organized into the following sections. Next will be an overview of the two

core concepts of the paper, ethnic cleansing and patron-client relations, and a clarification of the

definitions used throughout the analysis. The next section will cover the research design of the

paper, including the key research problem and questions guiding the research. A review of the

literature on ethnic cleansing and patron-client relations will come next, followed by a section

expanding upon the theoretical contribution this paper intends to make to the study of ethnic

cleansing. The data collection and methodology will be covered afterwards. The next section will

be related to the case study of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War, including a general overview of

the region and history, before an in-depth case study analysis. Lastly, the results of the paper will

be discussed, and a conclusion given, including potential for future research endeavors related to

the topic.



12

Definition of Core Concepts

Ethnic Cleansing

An important and contentious methodological issue must first be addressed, and that is the

definition of ethnic cleansing that will be used during this analysis. Since this paper is working

towards building-upon the theory put forth by Michael Mann, the definition of ethnic cleansing

that is used in his work is the most appropriate option. Mann articulates his definition of

“murderous ethnic cleansing” by categorizing the form of violence and extent of cleansing on a

spectrum.

At the far end of this spectrum are the instances of cleansing that occur without any form

of violence. Multiculturalism and the toleration of distinct ethnic identities is the ideal form of

ethnic co-existence in a nation. Additionally, a confederation or the dispersion of political power

allows for ethnic communities within a nation to exist alongside one-another. During such

instances, there exists no violence and no cleansing, as each group exists peacefully and can

maintain their separate ethnic identities to the fullest. Partial and total cleansing, with no

violence, occurs when individuals or groups abandon aspects of their ethnic identities or

completely and voluntarily assimilate their identity to that of another. In these last two instances,

there were no violent forces compelling the ethnic groups to abandon aspects of their identity;

but the abandonment, even if wholly voluntary basis, can be seen as a form of cleansing due to

the erasure of components that are vital to the ethnic identity itself.

The next form of violence is that of institutional coercion. Institutional coercion in the

form of discrimination may be the most common form of violence against (minority) ethnic
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groups, but cannot be seen as a form of cleansing, partial or total, because despite the

discrimination ethnic groups are still able to maintain the whole of their ethnic identity and

practices. Official language restrictions and segregation are denoted as partial cleansing, as

ethnic groups’ language rights become infringed upon and, in the form of segregation, are

geographically restricted and often in localities that are ill-equipped for the suitable living of

large populations (e.g., Apartheid South Africa and Gaza). The total cleansing of an ethnic group

via institutional coercion is “Cultural Suppression” (Mann 2005, 14). This form of cleansing

includes the restriction of language rights in schools or government institutions, the changing of

family names, or the outlawing of cultural practices. Often such practices are not viewed as

ethnic cleansing, as there is typically no violence involved and justified under the reasoning of

national stability.

Policed repression is the next form of violent cleansing. Policed repression does not result

in any cleansing but is aimed at ethnic groups who protest the policies. These protesters are

silenced by the police, who are justified by the rule of law, and such acts may result in violence

but not the cleansing of a group. The policing of an ethnic group’s language and practices, as

well as the policing of the group’s location and/or resettlement is considered partial cleansing. In

such instances, language laws and intolerable living conditions are enforced by police, but the

group remains within the territorial boundaries of the state. Total cleansing through policed

repression comes in the form of policed cultural suppression and population exchanges. These

actions are total in their intention and practice, yet rarely escalate in the intensity of violence.

Generalized violent repression marks the violent turn on the cleansing spectrum.

Generalized police repression is typically used for the repression of ethnic groups that are

believed to be shielding rebels, terrorists, etc., and therefore a state of general police repression is
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deemed necessary. Vitally, this violence is mostly controlled and often completely enforced by

the state. Partial cleansing resulting from violent repression can be identified with pogroms,

communal violence, and violent resettlement. Such violence is often the result of political elites

manipulating the public into thinking that the targeted group is responsible for material or social

woes, and those targeted by the violence often do not return to their communities and are thus

partially cleansed. Wild deportation and emigration, and biological policies are the total form of

generalized violent cleansing. The targeted group either flees en masse from the state due to fears

of violence or are denied the right to reproduction through forced sterilization or rape.

Next is unpremeditated mass deaths resulting from policies of the dominant group. The

first level of this form of violence, where no cleansing can be noted, is in intra- and interstate

wars that unintendedly kill a large portion of an ethnic group or revolutionary projects that bring

about mass causalities (e.g., the Great Leap Forward). These instances do not suffice as cleansing

as there was no intention of victimizing a specific group and are often halted or mediated by

international actors when such consequences become evident. Partial cleansing occurs when

intra- and interstate wars result in mass causalities, but such causalities were viewed as

unfortunate byproducts of intentional strategies. Total cleansing resulting from unpremeditated

mass deaths is referred to as ethnocide. Ethnocide occurs when a whole group is wiped out by

the actions of another. The wholesale destruction of Native American tribes by reckless

colonialists is the clearest example of such acts.

The last and most extreme form of violence is the premeditated mass killing of the

targeted civilian population. Mann denotes the first category as “exemplary repression” (16).

Such acts occur when whole groups of civilians are punished as a method of forcing surrender or

imposing other demands. Various instances of “exemplary repression” occurred during World



15

War II, including the nuclear attacks on Japan, and fire-bombing of German cities, but also

during more recent conflicts, such as the “shock and awe” bombing campaign in Baghdad during

the 2003 invasion of Iraq. The act of “exemplary repression”, although prosecutable under the

war crimes or crimes against humanity laws, do not suffice as cleansing since the target is not

one specific group. Partial cleansing resulting from premeditated mass killing includes forced

conversion, politicide, and classicide. All three forms of cleansing are marked by the intention of

the perpetrator, and the option, or in some cases the fortune, for scores of the targeted population

to survive the victimization–an individual may ‘convert’ to the other groups identity, and non-

elites and non-educated individuals will be spared execution in politicide and classicide. Lastly,

total cleansing from premeditated mass killing is genocide. Mann utilizes a more restrictive

definition of genocide: “genocide is intentional, aiming to wipe out an entire group, not only

physically but also culturally” (17). Mann argues, however, that genocide should not include

solely the cleansing of cultural artifacts, which he labels cultural suppression rather than

genocide.

Mann’s definition of “murderous ethnic cleansing”, which guides the analysis through the

research, is not relegated to a single definition, but instead includes multiple forms of the most

extreme violence. These forms include “wild deportation and emigration”, “sterilization, forced

marriage, some forms of rape”, “callous war, civil war, and revolutionary projects”, “ethnocide”,

“forced conversion, politicide, and classicide”, and “genocide.” “Murderous ethnic cleansing” is,

therefore, conceptualized as a dynamic concept that may be more or less extreme in the form of

violence, degree of intent, and scope of victimization. Throughout this paper, I will use ethnic

cleansing and “murderous ethnic cleansing” interchangeably, with each being in reference to the

definition described above.
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Patron-Client Relations

For this paper, I will use the patron-client relations model as developed by the first-generation of

patron-client international relations scholars, Shoemaker and Spanier (1984) and Carney (1989).

What the first generation of patron-client scholars offer is a succinct, yet dynamic understanding

of the patron-client model that places an emphasis on the security dimension without completely

neglecting the economic, ideological, and social factors that contribute to the clientelist

relationship.

A patron-client relation is defined by a bilateral relationship wherein the client state is

wholly dependent upon security transfers and guarantees from the patron, providing both

security for the client and geopolitical advantages for the patron (Shoemaker and Spanier 1984,

13-20). A key differentiator between patron-client relationships and other, exploitative bilateral

interstate relations is the durability of the relation; a patron-client relationship will persist even

without a clear and present threat to the patron or the client. During such times, the emphasis of

the relationship may shift to more economic, diplomatic, and ideological inspired forms of

clientelism; however, the asymmetric relationship between the patron and client will persist even

during a lull in the international domain. Furthermore, the clientelist relationship is an ever-

changing one, where the degree of dependence and general relationship between the patron and

client are in flux. An element of the patron-client relationship which was added to this

conceptualization by Christopher Carney (1989) was the existence of some varying degree of

“affectivity” between the patron and client. Carney’s addition of “affectivity” between the two

states aids in differentiating the patron-client model from other forms of bilateral interstate
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relations, including dependency relations. The “affectivity” between the states can result from

shared ethno-cultural values, norms, or history, but it may also form from the repeated instances

of the patron providing aid to the client. This addition to the original conceptualization adds a

layer of depth to an analysis of a patron-client relation: patrons may development a paternalistic

attitude towards the client and vise-versa.

Research Design

This paper will investigate a potential determinant of ethnic cleansing onset, with an emphasis on

the role of third-party actors. This research will aid in expanding the scope of analysis regarding

ethnic cleansing, which has been largely dominated by analyzing the role of political elites

within the perpetrating states, either through a security- or transformative-based approach to

armed conflict and its role in initiating ethnic cleansing (these approaches will be expanded upon

in the next section). What remains unexamined is a thorough analysis on the role of outside

parties and how such influences can contribute to the onset of ethnic cleansing. The absence of

such analyses leaves many questions regarding ethnic cleansing unanswered. Do states, which on

the surface are a third party to the conflict, contribute to the onset of ethnic cleansing? If so, by

which processes and mechanisms do such states contribute to the onset of ethnic cleansing?

I argue that ethnic cleansing is a phenomenon that must be analyzed through a more

international perspective: states that are not direct belligerents to an armed conflict can

contribute significantly to the onset of ethnic cleansing. An analysis of third-party states on the

onset of ethnic cleansing will be operationalized by building upon Michael Mann’s theory of
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ethnic cleansing. Mann’s theory offers a robust conceptualization of ethnic cleansing and a

rigorous causality linking the democratization process to ethnic cleansing onset. To build upon

this theory I will incorporate the pre-existing patron-client model of international relations into

Mann’s theory. The incorporation of the patron-client model is an important contribution due to

the prevalence of such relations throughout the international community, and during instances of

ethnic cleansing. A qualitative analysis will be carried out to test the validity of my argument:

that the presence of a patron-client relation positively contributes to the onset of ethnic cleansing

when the patron state takes on the role of supporter, both militarily and ideologically, for the

client state.

Literature Review

Ethnic Cleansing

The first generation of ethnic cleansing literature was deeply rooted in the pre-existing field of

genocide studies, with ethnic cleansing often being relegated to a lesser form of collective

violence. In addition to the emphasis on genocide (with a notable bias for studying the

Holocaust), early ethnic cleansing literature also was heavily rooted in the field of anthropology

and sociology. Such literature sought to account for answering how and why people could

commit such heinous acts of violence.

Helen Fein’s Accounting For Genocide: National Responses and Jewish Victimization

During the Holocaust (1979) was a robust theorization for the onset of the Holocaust. Fein wrote
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extensively on the role of the exclusion and the “othering” of the Jewish people by Nazi

Germany. Fein hypothesized that three complimentary mechanisms contribute to the execution

and success of Nazi Germany’s genocidal campaign: the degree of government control over the

people, the degree of national solidary, and the success of the prewar anti-Semitic movements.

Fein’s work serves as a basis for the study of genocide and forms of mass violence. Ervin

Staub’s 1989 work The Roots of Evil: The Origins of Genocide and Other Group Violence

followed a similar line-of-study and sought to answer a research puzzle that was akin to Fein’s,

namely: how can a nation commit to the systematic brutalization of a group of people? Staub

highlights the psycho- and sociological predispositions to genocide and other forms of collective

violence, specifically the role of material deprivation–the “psychology of hard times”–and how

certain cultures and governments seek the de-individuation of the citizenry, thus priming them to

express their frustration through the will of the elite. Staub utilizes the Nazi Holocaust as the

primary case study, with the Armenian genocide, Cambodian genocide, and the mass killings in

Argentina as supporting cases. Purify and Destroy: The Political Uses of Massacre and

Genocide by Jacques Sémelin (2007) argues that “massacres”1 arise from the mental processes

during the creation of the “Other”. Political elites manipulate the collective trauma and

debasement of the people, channeling their fears and anxieties to the culpable group, developing

1 Sémelin avoids using the term “genocide” throughout the majority of the writing, instead using the term

“massacre” to describe the collective violence towards non-combatants that seeks to wholly eliminate the targeted

group. The term “massacre” is chosen over “genocide” due to, what Sémelin believes, is the over-politicization of

genocide. Sémelin argues that term “genocide”, and subsequently the academic literature surrounding it, has become

too entangled with the legal aspect of the term. “Massacres”, on the contrary, avoids the normative trappings of

“genocide” but simultaneously captures the violence inherent within the act of genocide (Sémelin 2007, 310-324).
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the “imaginaire of death” (Sémelin 2007, 17). Thus, for Sémelin, the path to “massacres” is

defined by the three determining ideologies: identity, purity, and security. Daniel Goldhagen’s

Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (1996) follows a similar

guiding principal, namely that the expansiveness of German participation in the Holocaust was

due to the widespread “demonological anti-Semitism” that had defined German society for

nearly a century (Goldhagen 1996, 392).2

This first generation of genocide and ethnic cleansing literature set a solid foundation for

future research: primary source data from the more significant cases of genocide and ethnic

cleansing were compiled and analyzed, providing ground-breaking insight to the socio-cultural

2 Daniel Goldhagen’s research on the role of anti-Semitism for the mobilization of the German populace was met

with significant resistance within the academic community and spawned a lively debate over the role of the

“ordinary civilian” in periods of mass, state-sponsored violence–a debate relevant for both genocide and ethnic

cleansing studies. There is little debate over the prevalence, and uniqueness, of anti-Semitism before and during the

Third Reich; however, Goldhagen posited that “eliminationist” anti-Semitism was the “monocausal explanation” for

German participation in the Holocaust, (Goldhagen 1996, 416) and asserts that the ordinary German civilians and

Adolf Hitler were “of one mind” (399). Scholars, most notably Christopher Browning, rejected Goldhagen’s claims

over the ordinary Germans willingness to be “genocidal executioners”, instead opting for a more nuanced approach,

emphasizing the role of propaganda and the multitude of ways in which the German soldier or policeman objected to

their role as executioner. More substantially, Goldhagen’s work suffers from serious methodological flaws, misuse

of primary and secondary data, theoretical tautologies, and numerous internal contradictions. For reading on this

debate, see: Christopher R. Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in

Poland (New York: HarperCollins, 1992); Norman Finkelstein, “Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s ‘Crazy’ Thesis: A

Critique of Hitler’s Willing Executioners,” New Left Review I, no. 224 (July/August 1997): 39-88; Norman

Finkelstein and Ruth Bettina Birn, A Nation on Trial: The Goldhagen Thesis and Historical Truth (New York: Holt

Paperbacks, 1998).
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cleavages and economic deprivation that precipitated such crimes. While these studies

undoubtably have their merits, it was the overemphasis on sociological and cultural

determinants, as well as the lack of critical comparative analyses, that allowed for a fatalistic

view of genocide and other forms of mass violence (ethnic cleansing) to take root–some societies

were viewed as having a greater disposition for genocidal violence than others. This stance on

genocide and ethnic cleansing became most prominent during the late twentieth century, when

the outbreak of violence in the former Yugoslavia–the result of a multitude of socio-economic,

cultural, and domestic and global political determinants–was reduced to an “ancient hatreds”

model of ethnic violence, such as in Robert Kaplan’s Balkan Ghosts (1993).3

The second generation of ethnic cleansing literature made significant ontological and

theoretical advancements. Scholars on ethnic cleansing began to move away from the primacy of

the “ancient hatreds” model and at the same time advocate for a clear delineation between ethnic

cleansing and genocide.4 Norman Naimark (2001) and Heather Rae (2002) both place the state-

3 It is believed that Kaplan’s Balkan Ghosts heavily influenced former U.S. President Bill Clinton’s foreign policy

during the Bosnian War. Memoirists point to Kaplan’s work for pushing President Clinton to the conclusion that

violence was an ever-present reality in the Balkans, one that a single intervention would not aid in stopping. See

Michael T. Kaufman, “The Dangers of Letting a President Read,” The New York Times, 22 May 1999, accessed 23

May 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/1999/05/22/books/the-dangers-of-letting-a-president-read.html.

4 There is no consensus regarding the distinction between genocide and ethnic cleansing, as scholars have argued

that the distinction itself is a continuation of the historical obfuscation of genocide. According to such arguments,

ethnic cleansing is used as a euphemism, akin to the pseudo-medical terminology employed during the early

twentieth-century eugenics movements. Other scholars have pointed to the trend of using less inflammatory

language to undermine the victimization of large groups of peoples, e.g., the ethnic cleansing of ethnic Germans

from Czechoslovakia after World War II was referred to as ‘transfers’ rather than ‘expulsion’. See Rony Blum,

https://www.nytimes.com/1999/05/22/books/the-dangers-of-letting-a-president-read.html
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building process as the primary determinant for ethnic cleansing. Naimark argues that “modern

racialist nationalism” is a product of the twentieth century and modernity: a period in which the

power of the state and its bureaucratic functions have reached unthinkable levels, and where

modern conceptions of order, health, and organization are enacted at the detriment of unwanted

groups, i.e., ethnic cleansing (Naimark 2001, 7). Heather Rae (2002) contends that ethnic

cleansing is the consequence of “pathological homogenisation”, or the monopoly of power held

by the political elite to dictate who ‘belongs’ to the state. The need to forcefully homogenize the

state was felt even in nations that were developed upon principals of self-determination and

autonomy for existing ethnic groups: the Soviet Union had undergone a period of ethnic

cleansing, resulting from a sense of “Soviet xenophobia” (Martin 1998). Developments have

been made within the realm of international law and norms to delegitimize states’ use of force

for the homogenization of their populace; however, such developments have not been completely

successful in quelling the violence in the former Yugoslavia or post-Soviet area. Rae notes, for

example, the case of the Kosovo War and the role of the international community in intervening

on behalf of the Kosovar Albanians and their right to exist as a minority group within Serbia (the

independence movements and complexities surrounding the autonomy aside) as a major positive

development in the battle against such dangerous conceptions of the state.

Not all scholars singly emphasized the state formation process as the prime determinant

of ethnic cleansing; instead, scholars including Stuart Kaufman (2001) and Michael Mann (2005)

give more precedence to the democratization process and how political elites take advantage of

Gregory H. Stanton, Shira Sagi, and Elihu D. Richter, “‘Ethnic cleansing’ bleaches the atrocities of genocide,”

European Journal of Public Health 18, no. 2 (2008): 204-209; Robert M. Hayden, “Schindler’s Fate: Genocide,

Ethnic Cleansing, and Population Transfers,” Slavic Review 55, no. 4 (Winter 1996):727-748.
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pre-existing ethnic cleavages to consolidate their claim to power. These two processes,

democratization and ethnic homogenization, become the catalyst for full-scale ethnic cleansing

when the security of the state breaks down and armed conflict erupts within or between states.

Kaufman’s “symbolic politics theory” posits that individuals are primarily emotionally driven in

their political decision-making, and that ethnic symbols and myths are potent drivers of action

which often stimulate fear and anger between ethnic groups.5 The presence of the “ethnic myth-

symbol complex” that aids in the justification of violence, the fear between ethnic groups, and

the opportunity to mobilize are the necessary preconditions to ethnic war (Kaufman 2001, 30-

34). When these three preconditions are present, ethnic violence can be spurred through either a

“mass-led” or “elite-led” movement. Mass-led movements occur when the three preconditions

are present and are emotionally salient for the people, while elite-led ethnic violence occurs

when government officials weaponize ethnic myths and symbols to provoke a response (e.g.,

Franjo Tuđman kissing the traditional Croatian flag, which doubled as a symbol of the Ustaše, in

the lead-up to the Yugoslav Wars). Mann’s The Dark Side of Democracy (2005) emphasized

similar contributing factors as Kaufman, including the saliency of pre-war ethnic grievances and

the opportunities presented by the onset of armed conflict, but Mann viewed the democratization

5 The psychological- and emotion-based explanation to ethnic conflict was first put forward in Donald Horowitz’s

Ethnic Groups in Conflict. Horowitz contested the main explanations for ethnic cleansing that were paradigmatic at

the time: Modernization theory, economic interests, and cultural pluralism. Horowitz argued that ethnic conflict

results when an ethnic group perceives that their status, relative to another ethnic group, is lacking in legitimacy,

esteem, and security. Ethnic groups evaluate these three interacting criteria on a zero-sum basis, resulting in

seemingly minor gains for one ethnic group (increased labor representation within the civil sector) being perceived

as major disadvantages for the other. For a complete reading, see Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict

(California: University of California Press, 1985).
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process itself as being a particularly fragile process that can be exploited by political elites

seeking to maintain or advance their power through the weaponization of ethnic identifiers and

in-group dynamics. Mann argues that political elites that distort the meaning of the demos to

create an exclusionary political system are setting the stage for ethnic cleansing once armed

conflict erupts. Mann’s work was a major step forward and will be the primary theoretical

framework for this paper. The theoretical framework put forth by Mann in The Dark Side of

Democracy will be explored in greater detail in later sections.

This generation of literature was critical for undertaking a more nuanced approach to the

issue of ethnicity, mobilization of ethnic populations during periods of collective violence, and

the role of the state in the onset of ethnic violence, including ethnic cleansing. These frameworks

are, however, incomplete and leave questions unanswered. Arman Grigorian (2007) argues that

Kaufman’s theory of “symbolic politics” and subsequent empirical analyses are flawed:

Kaufman omits information that is vital to understanding the cases of Sudan and Rwanda, and

simultaneously over-emphasizes ethnic mobilization that is, according to Kaufman, ignited by

the weaponized “myth-symbol complexes” (182-185). Furthermore, this generation does not

engage with cases when conflict does not erupt, even if the state seeks homogenization and has

the capacity to do so, nor does this generation of ethnic cleansing literature engage with more

critical analysis surrounding the “myth-symbol” processes (Bulutgil 2018, 1137).

The current generation of ethnic cleansing literature can be split into two camps. The first

of these fit into the security-based trend of scholarship. These scholars argued that ethnic

cleansing and genocide stem from “strategic”, security related incentives: states and political

elite, fearing for the safety of their domains, deduce that mass targeting of civilian populations,

either through mass expulsions (ethnic cleansing) or mass killings (genocide), is the rational
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choice for maintaining security, winning the armed conflict, and consolidating territorial claims.

Benjamin Valentino’s Final Solutions: Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century (2004)

posits that ethnic cleansing (with genocide being the next step in the escalation of violence if the

threat is not quelled) is a top-down, goal-orientated process by which the political elite deem

mass forced expulsion to be the necessary method for security assurances. Alexander B. Downes

(2008) similarly argues that ethnic cleansing is best understood as a strategic decision from a

state facing a potential fifth-column attack. Downes argues that the sharing of borders and

presence of irregular warfare increases the likelihood of ethnic cleansing. Two conflicting states

sharing a border allows for a more fluid transfer of combatants, and the dynamics of irregular

warfare acts to blur the line between combatant and non-combatant; thus, the targeting of an

entire ethnic population within a state becomes the operative choice. All the strategic theories

underline the importance of two factors and how they contribute to the decision to escalate

violence: the lack of sufficient resources for a highly selective campaign against combatants, and

the lack of time necessary for operationalizing any selective counterinsurgency operations.6

The second group of the current generation of ethnic cleansing literature emphasizes the

“transformational forces” of wars and how such forces interact with and remold inter-group

6 For further reading on security-based analyses of ethnic cleansing, see Benjamin Valentino, Paul Huth and Dylan

Balch-Lindsay, “‘Draining the Sea’: Mass Killing and Guerilla Warfare,” International Organization 58, no. 2

(2004): 375-407; Alexander B. Downes, “Desperate Times, Desperate Measures: The Causes of Civilian

Victimization in War,” International Security 30, no. 4 (2006): 152-195; Harris Mylonas, The Politics of Nation-

building: The Making of Co-nationals, Refugees, and Minorities (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

Scholars have pointed to how vaguely worded international laws and the primacy of the state when discussing

international security has contributed to the increase in ethnic cleansing programs; see Klejda Mulaj, “Ethnic

Cleansing and the Provision of In/Security,” Security Dialogue 38, no. 3 (2007): 335-356.
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perceptions and relations (Bulutgil 2018, 1137). Central to these theses is the role of pre-war

socio-political conditions and how these conditions set the stage for wartime ethnic relations.

Roger Peterson’s Understanding Ethnic Violence (2002) was a major work that pushed for a

deeper understanding of pre-war socio-economic conditions and how such conditions can dictate

wartime emotional responses to armed conflict. Peterson asserts that “resentment”, “fear”,

“hatred”, and “rage”, are the primary emotional drivers to ethnic conflict, with “resentment”

being the most operative and pressing of emotions: individuals and groups that feel that they are

in an unwarranted subordinate position to another group will be pressed to violently challenge

the group that is perceived to be higher within the ethnic hierarchy, thus rebalancing the ethnic

status-quo and replenishing the groups’ esteem. Manus Midlarsky’s The Killing Trap (2005)

adopts an elite-driven approach to ethnic cleansing and genocide, arguing that victimization of a

targeted group is made more likely when state’s attempt to rectify a recent loss (typically of

territory) through “brute force realpolitik”. If such external wars fail to compensate for the initial

loss or result in further losses and increased insecurity, then a group within the state will be

subjected to “altruistic punishment” (107). More recently, H. Zeynep Bulutgil (2016, 2017) has

contended with the “transformative experience of war” and how preexisting socioeconomic

cleavages can hinder or expediate ethnic cleansing. Bulutgil observes that salient socio-economic

cleavages, including land inequality, political competition, and left-wing political party support,

contribute to a decrease in likelihood of ethnic cleansing.

What can be noted when surveying the field of the study on ethnic cleansing is the development

of a full-fledged scholarly pursuit that is distinct from other forms of collective violence. The

first generation of ethnic cleansing studies was intrinsically tied to the study of genocide and
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other forms of mass violence. Despite the lack of conceptual or theoretical separation, this

generation of literature contributed significantly to the anthropological, sociological, and

psychological mechanisms by which such instances of mass violence can take form in states. The

second generation of scholarship on ethnic cleansing was vital for developing the clear

conceptual distinctions between ethnic cleansing, a process which was aided by the recent events

in the former Yugoslavia when the ethnic cleansing of various ethnic groups occurred and was

covered by a range of print-journalists, television media crews, investigators for the International

Criminal Court, etc. The scholarship that resulted from this paradigm shift brought forth new

causal mechanisms and theories for understanding why ethnic cleansing occurs, often

highlighting the exclusionary processes adopted by states and the role of political elite in

generating the support for such processes.

The latest generation of ethnic cleansing literature is diverged, but generally builds upon

the developments from the second generation of ethnic cleansing literature. One group of

scholars emphasize the strategic decision-making behind the onset of ethnic cleansing, while the

other group interprets the onset of armed conflict, and subsequently ethnic cleansing, as a

process by which inter-group relations are shaped into relationships marked by violent

antagonisms. What remains unexamined across all the ethnic cleansing literature is an

understanding of the role of third-party states in the onset of ethnic cleansing. In the same way

that it is important to open the “black-box” and examine the multiple domestic factors that

influence a state’s action, it is also important to analyze the variety of ways by which interstate

relations can influence the trajectory for ethnic cleansing. In other words, it is important to

acknowledge that ethnic cleansing, despite often occurring in a small territorial space, is the

result of a totality of factors, all of which contribute to the onset of the phenomenon.
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Patron-Client Relations

The literature on patron-client relations is relatively narrow but contains significant depth

regarding the conceptualization of the concept itself. The original conceptualization of the

patron-client relationship has its origins in anthropology, and specifically with the study of

political parties’ relations to their constituents.

The international relations patron-client relations scholarship began during the Cold War.

Shoemaker and Spanier (1984) put forward the first substantive conceptualization of a patron-

client relation between sovereign states. Their analysis was rooted within the context of the Cold

War era power struggle between the United States and Soviet Union, and how these two

superpowers developed clientelist relations with weaker states. Shoemaker and Spanier argued

that clientelist relations was based on three main factors: ideological convergence; solidarity

within the international system, especially regarding voting patterns within international

institutions; and the strategic advantage, for the patron state, of having a gateway to resource and

territorial access via the client.

Christopher Carney (1989) expanded upon the framework set by Shoemaker and Spanier.

Carney first remarks on the theoretical distinctions between patron-client relations and the

closely associated dependency theory of international relations. These two theories, according to

Carney, are not mutually exclusive and the structural conditions that give rise to dependent

relations can be found in the patron-client model. There, however, exists more conditions that set

weaker states on a path of clientelism instead of dependency. The relationship between two

states which contains a major asymmetry of military and economic power is the starting point for



29

both the patron-client relation model and dependency theory. Clientelism, however, goes beyond

just the socio-economic factors and includes ideological, cultural, military, and

diplomatic/strategic (Carney 1989, 43). Furthermore, the patron-client model is distinct in that

there exists an “affectivity” that works to solidify the relationship between the two states in a co-

operation that is described not only through the compliance of the client, but also the reciprocity

from both parties. Carney also notes that the patron-client model should not be viewed as a

binary relationship, but instead should be viewed as a relationship in motion and that there may

be instance of more-or-less compliance depending on a multitude of factors (45).

Since these two works, there has been significant depth added to the study of the patron-

client model within the international relations field. Scholars have analyzed the clientelism that

exists within the Middle East (Efrat and Bercovitch 1991; Bar-Simon-Tov 1998), clientelism

between non-state actors and states (Nung 2008; Salehyan et al., 2014; Marshall 2019), and

between de-facto states and their patrons.7 Research is still being done on interstate clientelism,

but this literature is limited to non-superpower politics (Veenendaal 2014; Newnham 2020).

What all these works have in common is that they share the assumptions and framework put

7 Pål Kolstø and Helge Blakkisrud, “Regime Development and Patron-Client Relations: The 2016 Transnistrian

Presidential Elections and the ‘Russia Factor’” Demokratizatsiya 25, no. 4 (2017): 503-528; Marcin Kosienkowski,

Vincenc Kopeček, and Tomáš Hoch, “The patron-client relationship between Russia and Transnistria,” in De Facto

States in Eurasia, ed. Vincenc Kopeček and Tomáš Hoch (New York: Routledge, 2020), 183-207; Pål Kolstø,

“Biting the hand that feeds them? Abkhazia-Russia client-patron relations,” Post-Soviet Affairs 36, no. 2 (2020):

140-158; Pål Kolstø, “Authoritarian Diffusion, or the Geopolitics of Self-Interest? Evidence from Russia’s Patron-

Client Relations with Eurasia’s De Facto States,” Europe-Asia Studies 73, no. 5 (2021): 890-912; Marcin

Kosienkowski and Katerina Ženková Rudincová, “Client De Facto States and Quasi-Patrons: Insights from the

Relationship Between Somaliland and Ethiopia,” Ethnopolitics, ahead-of-print (2022): 1-21.
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forth by the two foundational works of the international relations model of patron-client

relations, namely Shoemaker and Spanier, and Carney.

Overall, the patron-client literature has developed substantially in a relatively brief period. From

the groundwork set in the mid 1980’s by Shoemaker and Spanier (and built upon by Carney in

1989), the literature has grown to encompass a variety of formations of clientelism, ranging from

de facto states to interstate clientelism. The study has also expanded spatially, moving beyond

the Western-centric focus and includes more cases from across the globe. As with most growing

bodies of literature, there remains numerous aspects that require further analysis and conceptual

refining. What this paper aims to do is explore a method by which the patron-client model can

contribute to a better understanding of a phenomenon. By doing so, this paper will build upon the

patron-client relations literature by exploring the mechanism by which clientelism can contribute

to more extreme forms of violence–ethnic cleansing–and therefore uncover new ways to apply

the model to cases of ethnic cleansing across the globe, and throughout a variety of conditions.

Clientelism and Ethnic Cleansing: A Theoretical

Framework

In this paper I argue in support of the ethnic cleansing scholarship that connects this violent

phenomenon with the democratization process. Specifically, I argue that Michael Mann’s

theoretical framework for analyzing the potentially destructive consequences of the

democratization process provides the best understanding for how ethnic cleansing occurs and
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why this phenomenon has become more prevalent within the last half-century. This does not

mean, however, that Mann’s argument provides a complete analysis of the various determinants

that contribute to ethnic cleansing. I argue that Mann’s theoretical framework for understanding

the role of the democratization process in ethnic cleansing would benefit from a more rigorous

analysis of the impacts of third-party actors, or in the case of this analysis patrons, and how these

states contribute, both materially and ideologically, to the weaponization of the democratization

process. Below I will expand upon Mann’s framework of ethnic cleansing, critically assessing

his theory on ethnic cleansing and later expanding the process of ethnic cleansing onset by

incorporating a greater focus on the role clientelism and intervening states.

Mann’s argument, put forth in the monograph The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining

Ethnic Cleansing can be summarized in eight central theses. The first thesis and most macro

conceptualization is that ethnic cleansing is “essentially modern” in that this phenomenon has

become most prevalent during the twentieth century (2). This is not to say that ethnic cleansing

has not previously occurred throughout history: ethnic cleansing has and is likely to continue to

occur. The twentieth century has been the century for the spread of democracy and

democratization of once-authoritarian states, and this is the cause for the increase in the

occurrence of ethnic cleansing: “ethnic cleansing is the dark side of democracy” (2). Ethnic

cleansing has become the “dark side of democracy” due to the perversion of the conception of

what democracy should entail for the nation-state. Democracy is typically associated with the

notion of the rule by the people. The operative term is therefore, “the people” and the different

conceptions of who the people entail. Typically, the people are connected back to the Greek term

demos, encapsulating the masses of population. The people have recently been more closely

associated with another Greek term, ethnos, or an ethnic group; individuals that share a common
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history, value system, norms, imagery, collective memory, and language. Conflict is likely to

arise when ethnos takes a central position relative to how the international community views

democracy, and what actions states may adopt when they are left with a portion of the population

that does not belong to the dominate ethnos. Mann posits numerous sub-theses to qualify the

first, and most compelling, thesis: ethnic cleansing is a “hazard” of the twentieth century due to

the flourishing of multiethnic spaces and the conflation of ethnos for demos; that settler

democracies have been more likely to perpetrate ethnic cleansing, even more so than

authoritarian regimes; regimes beginning the democratization process are more likely to

perpetrate ethnic cleansing; conversely, established democracies are the least likely to perpetrate

ethnic cleansing; and lastly, any state that perpetrates ethnic cleansing is not a democracy, since

their actions are in direct contradiction with the essence of democracy.

The second thesis of Mann’s argument is that ethnic conflict, and eventually war, begins

to escalate when ethnicity supplants class as being the primary social stratification. At this point,

the sentiments and resentments that existed between the conflicting classes get transformed into

ethno-nationalist beliefs. In this sense, the exploitation of the working class, and the hostility that

such exploitation and alienation contribute to the ferocity of ethno-nationalist beliefs once class

politics and interests gets maligned into ethno-nationalist politics and radicalization.

The following three theses discuss the moments before the onset of ethnic cleansing.

Firstly, Mann posits that the “danger zone of murderous ethnic cleansing” has been reached

when there are movements that represent two existing ethnic groups–typically of old origin as to

denote legitimacy for their claims–and these groups are pressing a claim of sovereignty over

their own state, a claim that includes territory belonging to both parties (6). These claims must

have some legitimacy behind them, i.e., there is a reasonable possibility that the territorial claim
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will garner support at various levels of both populaces. In this thesis, Mann acknowledges that

there are multiple sources of power within society: ideological, economic, military, and political;

the argument put forth is that ethnic cleansing is primarily a political struggle, but the three

remaining sources of power remain involved and salient throughout. The second thesis on the

moments just before the onset of ethnic cleansing discusses the “brink of murderous ethnic

cleansing” (6). This brink is reached when one of two events occur. Firstly, when the less

powerful party is motivated to fight and press their claim, despite the asymmetry of power, due

to their belief that they will receive military aid from an outside party, typically another state that

is neighboring and is of similar ethnic composition. The second scenario is when the stronger

party believes it possesses both military and ideological supremacy over the rival party, and thus

resorts to ethnic cleansing, which will be of “little physical or moral risk to itself” (6). The last of

this trio of theses examines the moment of “going over the brink” and the immediate onset of

ethnic cleansing violence. The Rubicon has been crossed when the state which exercises

sovereignty over the contested territory has been radicalized and factionalized within a period of

unstable geopolitical contestation. Ethnic cleansing is not the intended outcome, but rather a

result of the breakdown of order and radicalized view of the perceived antagonistic ethnic group.

This follows into the sixth thesis of Mann: ethnic cleansing is rarely the initial intent of

the perpetrating actor. Tracing the escalation of violence during previous periods of intense

violence will lead to the conclusion that ethnic cleansing or genocides are rarely the masterplan

of nefarious military and political elites from the outset. Mann, like many scholars, dismisses the

intentionalism interpretation of mass violence, opting instead to view the phenomenon of

genocide and ethnic cleansing as an escalatory process by which military and political elites

adopt more extreme methods for executing their plan after the previous has failed.
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Mann’s penultimate thesis is on the perpetrators themselves. The argument identifies

three primary perpetrators: the radical elites that hold political power within the governing body;

the numerous groups of militants and paramilitaries; and the “core constituents” that provide

mass support, albeit not majority support (8). These three groups, working in cohesion with each

other, are the basis to the operationalization of ethnic cleansing. Mann does not dispute the

driving force that the political elites play regarding ethnic cleansing, but he also stresses that

placing the bulk of the responsibility onto the political elites or crazed masses would “be to

credit leaders with truly magical power of manipulation or whole peoples with truly remarkable

singlemindedness” (8). There exists, rather, a dialectical relationship between these three groups,

thus producing the generative force for ethnic cleansing.

The last thesis is on the ordinary citizen. Mann posits the unfortunate, yet all-too-true,

thesis that ordinary civilians are brought into the violence of ethnic cleansing and take on the role

as perpetrator due to the compelling forces of existing social structures.

This is the argument as presented by Mann, following the simplified form of disaggregating the

argument into eight increasingly micro-detailed theses. The framework that Mann puts forth

succinctly captures the uniqueness of ethnic cleansing, namely that ethnic cleansing, while not an

altogether uncommon practice, has found a disturbingly foundational place within the

development of numerous twentieth-century nation-states. Mann’s argument is not perfect, and I

contend that to fully examine the determinants of ethnic cleansing would entail a detailed

theorizing and analysis of the role of outside or third-party states. Mann alludes to the role of

third-party states–states that are not active participants in the armed conflict–but a more fleshed-

out analysis is required.
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It is in theses four and five that Mann comes the closest to incorporating third-party states

to the analysis. In thesis four he states: “The less powerful side is bolstered to fight rather than to

submit (for submission reduces the deadliness of the conflict) by believing that aid will be

forthcoming from outside – usually from a neighboring state…” (italics not added, 6). In this

instance, the weaker party in the conflict will be incentivized to escalate the conflict due to the

perception that material support will aid in reducing the asymmetry of power. The second half of

thesis four accounts for the stronger party to the conflict, stating that “[t]he stronger side

believes it has such overwhelming military power and ideological legitimacy that it can force

through its own cleansed state at little physical or moral risk to itself” (italics not added, 6).

Mann includes, in provision for the stronger state, a more robust analysis of the determinants that

would entice a state to an escalation of the ethnic cleansing. What remains under-theorized is the

role of ideology regarding the weaker state.

I argue that the patron-client model put forth by Shoemaker and Spanier, and later refined

by Carney, is best suited for developing an understanding as to the motivation and determinants

that would propel a weaker state “over the brink.” The role of the patron state can be broken

down to three main factors, some of which has been theorized by Mann, while other factors are

intrinsic to the patron-client model itself and are relevant to the phenomenon in question–ethnic

cleansing. The first factor is the role of ideological legitimation. Ideological legitimacy is just as

important for the weaker state as it is for the stronger, especially when the prospect of statehood

is at question. The role of ideological legitimacy can work to radicalize the political elite into

believing that a.) your ethnic group deserves statehood, and b.) that your ethnic group will

receive statehood. What this may lead to is the belief among the political elites of the weaker,

escalating state, that their violent struggle for sovereignty over the territory, that they perceive to
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be integral to their nation-state, is wholly justified due to tacit approval, or in some cases even

collaboration with, the stronger, patron state. This last point connects with the second factor

which is military support for the client state. It is here that there exists overlap between Mann’s

theorization of ethnic cleansing onset and the patron-client model. Military support is critical for

the client states, as they often exist in unstable, if not hostile, geopolitical environments; thus, the

patron becomes a primary provider of security assurance. Military support can, as mentioned

above, serve to energize the more radical factions of political elite, as they view this support as

leverage over the stronger state in the territorial conflict. The third factor is the role of economic

support. War is costly, and even more so for weaker states. The role of the patron would be in the

guaranteeing of economic support to ensure that the client state will be able to have an economy

that is viable for withstanding an armed conflict. This support may not come at the moment of

the conflict itself but may be presented in the forms of economic recovery aid and assurances of

credit lines.

An analysis must be had of the role of the client state, as the patron-client model

presupposes that there exists some form, in varying degrees throughout time, of reciprocity.

What, in the first instance, can the patron state gain from the client’s movement “over the

brink”? The most obvious, and most emphasized by patron-client scholarship, is the

security/strategic aspect. The client state’s desire for the acquisition and homogenization of the

conflicted-over territory may lend itself useful for the regional security goals of the patron state.

For instance, this territory may serve as a vital corridor in which military bases may be placed

and leveraged in a future conflict. In such an instance, the ethnic cleansing of the territory by the

client state, with the support of the patron, would serve the interest of both parties, as the

territory now belongs to the client, and is therefore a de facto protectorate of the patron state,
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which comes with various privileges. The patron may also gain an economic advantage through

the client acquiring the territory; the desired territory may be resource rich, arable for agricultural

development, or sought after for the secure development of gas/oil pipelines. There also may

exist a high degree of affectivity between the patron and the client, which would serve as an

incentive to reconnect territories that are perceived by the political elite (and possibly by the

populace) as a one-of-the-same. The interests of the patron, however, should not be viewed as

mutually exclusive, as there can simultaneously exist economic, political, security-based, and

affective interests of the patron in the occupying and cleansing of the territory by the client state.

What is important is the recognition that the relationship between patron and client is one of

interest and intent; the patron’s support for a client state’s occupation and cleansing of a territory

is not likely to be mere happenstance, but rather a transaction between two states in which both

are anticipating to gain resources, political power, security assurance or geopolitical privileges

through the ethnic cleansing process.

Data and Methodology

Research Method and Case Selection

The process tracing (PT) method will be used to build upon Michal Mann’s theory of ethnic

cleansing. PT is an effective method for both theory-building and theory-testing. The PT method

allows for in-depth examinations of casual inferences within small-N case studies; the casual

processes and casual mechanisms are rigorously analyzed within the controlled case. For this
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paper, a theory-building approach will be used to gather evidence regarding the casual

mechanisms surrounding the role of patron-client relations and Mann’s theorization of ethnic

cleansing onset. Since the goal of this paper is to analyze how patron-client relations influences

the onset of ethnic cleansing, a more disaggregated causal process will be implemented to

provide a productive account of the causal pathway. Since productive, also referred to as

mechanistic, accounts of causality hinge upon the presence of specific actors, organizations, and

contexts, thus it is important that such contexts are firmly established for the case selection

process and for potential generalizability of the case findings (Beach 2017).

A key aspect of any PT-related research is the choosing of the case(s). Cases are to be

selected upon four categories: deviant cases where the outcome is present, typical cases,

irrelevant cases, and deviant cases where the outcome is absent. Deviant cases are best suited for

comparison studies in which the causal mechanisms are well-established, and contextual

conditions pertinent to the casual process can be analyzed. With regards to this papers analysis,

the causal mechanism between clientelism and Mann’s theorization of ethnic cleansing has not

been firmly established; therefore, the selection of a typical case is most relevant for the initial

examination and establishment of causality.

The First Nagorno-Karabakh War (1988-1994) will be used as a single within case study

to test the validity of the patron-client model for building upon the explanation of ethnic

cleansing provided by Michael Mann. The case of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War is a typical

case study for this analysis as there exists in the conflict all the key variables: a territorial conflict

over a space that is contested between two ethnic groups, the escalation in the conflict to ethnic

cleansing, and the presence of clientelist relations. The exact nature of the clientelist

relationships must be fully examined in the next section; however, the trio of potential clientelist
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relations that can be observed in the first instance include: Russia and Armenia, Armenia and

Nagorno-Karabakh, and Turkey and Azerbaijan.

The context and timeline of this conflict will be given in the next section, as well as an

affirmation and analysis of the patron-client relationship between the two clientelist

relationships.

Data Collection

Primary source data on the events of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War was collected from

numerous sources. The Karabakh File: Documents and Facts on the Region of Mountainous

Karabakh 1918-1988 was used for collecting and analyzing speeches, public statements, and

declassified memorandums from the pre-war period. Reports from the Human Rights

Watch/Helsinki, including Bloodshed in the Caucasus: Escalation of the Armed Conflict in

Nagorno-Karabakh (1992) and Azerbaijan: Seven Years of Conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh,

provide extensive documentation of the human rights violations by the belligerents, interviews

and witness testimonies from citizens that were victim to the conflict, and a wide range of

information, collected through investigations in the field, regarding the role of foreign agents in

the war. Lastly, the CIA Freedom of Information Act Electronic Reading Room provided

declassified memorandums, research reports, and transcribed speeches from the time of the war.

Secondary source data was collected primarily to provide a thorough understanding to the

background of the conflict, events of the war itself, and analyses of events to support the analysis

provided in the paper.
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The First Nagorno-Karabakh War 1988-1994

The case study of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War will be divided into the following sections.

Firstly, the context surrounding the conflict will be described in full, including a description of

the region’s demographics, geography, history, and strategic significance. The patron-client

relations between both Russia and Armenia, and Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh will be

analyzed, thus establishing a vital contextual element for the theories causality. The historical

context behind the conflict will then be provided, including an overview of the various

contentions that have marked this region for centuries. Lastly, the events of the First Nagorno-

Karabakh War will be traced, from the pre-conflict year 1987 to the negotiation of ceasefire in

1994.8

Geography and Demographics

As reflected in the name, Nagorno-Karabakh is a heavily mountainous region, consisting of the

Karabakh Range of the Lower Caucasus. The majority of the 4,400 square kilometers of

Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (3,200 square kilometers of the unrecognized Republic

of Artsakh) is made up of mountainous terrain, with the steppe and lowlands belonging in the

8 The territorial borders and titles of Nagorno-Karabakh have changed numerous times throughout history; however,

for sake of clarity this paper, unless specified, will speak of “Nagorno-Karabakh” in respect to the borders set by the

created of the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast.
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eastern flank of the region. The 1989 Soviet census describes the demographics of Nagorno-

Karabakh as being a majority Armenian, making up 75 percent of the population (145,000) and

the Azeris at 25 percent (40,688), and small groups of Russians and Ukrainians (Human Rights

Watch/Helsinki 1994). These figures are disputed by both sides of the conflict, with Armenians

claiming that Azeris were purposefully inflating their population via migrant flows to low-capital

intensive manufacturing sectors,9 and Azeris claim that the census was undertaken during a

period in which they were already being displaced within the region.

Caucasia: A Geopolitical Flashpoint

The Northern Caucasus and Transcaucasia have historically been, and continue to be, a vital

geostrategic zone of contestation between both small and large regional powers. The Caucasus

region stretches roughly 200 km from the Caspian to the Black Sea and is important not just for

the resources that the Caucasus Mountains possess, but also due to this area being a crucial fault

line for empires and political zones: Romans, Byzantines, Ottomans, Persians, Mongols, and

9 Former Azerbaijan president (1993-2003) stated in an interview that when he was first secretary of the Central

Committee of the Communist Party of the USSR, he “…decided to open one [an institute], but on condition that it

would have three sectors – Azeri, Russian, and Armenia[n]. We opened the institute and began sending Azeris from

nearby districts there rather than to Baku. We also opened a big shoe factory. Stepanakert had no sufficient labor

force, so we began sending there Azeris from places around the region. By doing this I tried to increase the number

of Azeris and to reduce the number oof Armenians.” Original source in Russian, see “Кто на стыке интересов?

США, Россия и новая реальность на границе с Ираном” REGNUM, 24 April 2006,

http://www.regnum.ru/news/628362.html.

http://www.regnum.ru/news/628362.html
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Russians/Soviets all have sought after and fought for control over the Caucasus region (Olteanu

2017).

The security complex of the Caucasus region has remained to this day and exists on

multiple fronts. As mentioned in the previous sections there exists significant conflicts, which

often erupt into violent armed clashes, between the residing Caucasian states. Taking a step back

from the more local-level conflict exists the conflictual dynamics resulting from regional-power

competition over the Caucasus. The Russian Federation has what likely to be the greatest interest

in maintaining control over the Caucasus’s. The region is viewed as a critical southern flank of

the Russian state; invasion from the Caucasus’s would place invading forces on a flat battlefield

towards Moscow and perhaps more crucially in the heart of Russia’s wheat production sector

(Khitakhunov 2020). The Caucasus’s are also vital for the energy sector of not just Russia’s, but

the world economy. Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline and the South Caucasus pipeline are parallel

running oil and natural gas pipelines that run a collective 2,460 km and connect the crude oil and

natural gas industries of the Caucasus’s to Western markets. These pipelines, as well as the other

projects of the Southern Gas Corridor, denote the growing importance of the Caucasus region,

since Russia’s dominance in the regions energy sector is being challenged by other regional and

international (Western) competitors for dominance in the industry.

Nagorno-Karabakh has a special role in the significance of the region. The territory of

Nagorno-Karabakh itself serves as a crucial natural defence: the rugged, mountainous terrain

provides the actor occupying the territory with a significant defensive advantage. This defensive

advantage is bolstered by the singular feasible platform of attack being from the Kura-Aras

Lowlands to the east. The fortress-like geography of Nagorno-Karabakh can be leveraged by

hostile forces, as a blockade will prove highly effective against this isolated territory. There
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exists, because of the geography and location of Nagorno-Karabakh, two vital strategic zones.

The first of these is the Lachin Corridor, which connects Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia. This

corridor is critical for insuring Armenian access to Nagorno-Karabakh, either for the influx of

soldiers to the territory or for the delivery of humanitarian aid. The second zone is the northern

flank of Nagorno-Karabakh, where the Karabakh Plateau overlooks the northern Kura-Aras

Lowlands, near the Shamkir and Mingachevir Reservoir. This valley region is a major center of

Azerbaijani hydroelectric power and the path of numerous oil and natural pipelines that stem

from Baku.

Russia and Armenia: A Bulwark in the South Caucasus

The beginnings of the clientelist relationship between Russia and Armenia has its roots in the

early nineteenth century, as it was during this time that Tsarist Russia began its expansion into

Transcaucasia. Armenia was able to offer Russia both religious, commercial, and strategic

advantages; meanwhile, Russia could offer Armenia security and economic guarantees, as well

as sought-after spiritual solidarity (Riegg 2020). Russo-Armenian relations have been unstable at

times, with Russia acting as an inconsistent patron, especially in the face of the genocidal threat

to Armenians by the Ottoman Empire. Despite the lapses in commitment, Russia and Armenia

have maintained close relations, with Russia continuing to serve as the security granter to

Armenia in exchange for Russian access to and influence within the strategically valued

Caucasus region.

Reeling from the instability caused by the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Russian

Federation was faced with the task of re-establishing bilateral ties with the strategically
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significant states within it’s ‘near abroad’. Armenia, among other states, was of prime

importance in this step towards stabilizing Russia’s influence. Armenia would be a founding

state within the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), confirming its ascension to the

organization on 21 December 1991. Armenia would deepen its strategic co-operation with

Russia when in 1994 it joined the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), the signing

of the 1997 Agreement “On Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance between the

Russian Federation and the Armenian Republic,” and in 2014 with the accession to the Eurasian

Economic Union (EEU).

The economic ties that Armenia has with Russia are the result of multiple concurrent

determinants, all accumulating in Armenia being dependent on Russian economic co-operation.

The pre-soviet Armenian economy was dominated by rural agriculture output, with the only

major industries–copper, wine, and liquor distillery–being controlled by Russian capital

(Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic 1967, 33). During the period of the Armenian SSR the

industries were able to develop and exceed from what they were during the pre-soviet era, but

the lack of an energy sector and subsequent reliance on imports from the Azerbaijani SSR set

Armenia on a dangerous course, especially once relations between the two Soviet Republics

came to a halt in the 1980’s. Not only has the Armenian economy suffered from the loss of its

ties with Azerbaijan, but Turkey’s policy towards Armenia, due to the latter’s recognition of a

sovereign Nagorno-Karabakh, has resulted in a blockade on Armenia that has been at the root of

Armenia’s economic challenges. Faced with this difficult situation it is not surprising that

Armenia has seized the opportunity to create close bilateral trade ties with Russia and the EEU,

regardless of the possible negatives. One such downside is the complete control Russian capital
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still possesses over portions of Armenian industry: roughly a dozen of Russian capitalists are 100

percent shareholders in Armenian closed joint-stock companies (Ter-Matevosyan et al., 2017,

348). Armenia, because of the current relationship with Russia, has faced difficulties with

finding more diverse markets for the realization of its capital. Armenia’s reversal on their

decision to ratify the Association Agreement with the European Union (EU) and instead their

joining the Customs Union with the EEU clearly displays the difficult decisions Armenian elites

are faced with, as well as the coercive capabilities Russia possesses over Armenian economic

policy.

The security dimension of the Russo-Armenian relationship is parallel to the economic, that is:

prospects for Armenia’s national security is perceived as being dire without the presence and

guarantees of Russia. This stems from Armenia’s history of being persecuted by hostile and

more powerful neighbors, and from the on-going regional security concerns over Nagorno-

Karabakh. The security concerns of Armenia are so highly prioritized that they often trump other

concerns, including economic security, that are perceived as less vital for the longevity of the

Armenian state. In an interview conducted by Ter-Matevosyan et al., the vice-speaker of the

Armenian National Assembly, Eduard Sharmazanov stated: “The security issues of Armenia can

be considered resolved after the decision was made to join the Customs Union” (2017, 345). In

the same interview, Sharmazanov stressed that the issue of security guarantees and co-operation

with Russia and the Eurasian Union trumped the economic incentives of a partnership with the

EU.

Armenian interest in the militarization of the state and the build-up of its armed forces

began in the early 1990’s, during the period of rapid escalation in the First Nagorno-Karabakh
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War. Obtaining weaponry and heavy equipment was initially done with ease because of the

massive stockpiling of Soviet arms in local military bases. Despite the plethora of Soviet-era

armaments flowing out of the post-Soviet state, both Armenia and Azerbaijan were faced with

obtaining a steady influx of large and small arms. For Armenia, the abandonment of weapons by

the Russian 366th Motor Rifle Regiment after they were ordered to leave Stepanakert in 1992 left

Armenian combatants with a conspicuously-timed influx of military hardware (this will be

explored more later). In the next two years of the war Russia would gladly take on the role as

main supplier of weapons, based on an attractive credit system, to both Armenia and Azerbaijan,

leading to suspicions that the continuation of the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh is beneficial for

both the interests of Russian geopolitical strategy in the Caucasus and the interests of Russian

capital. Armenian dependence since the end of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War has only

deepened. For instance, a recent SIPRI study exposes that from 2011-2020 93.7 percent of arms

transfers to Armenia are from Russia (Wezeman et al., 2021).

The Russo-Armenian clientelist relationship, like all patron-client relations, is a process by

which the dynamics, asymmetries, and contradictions are in constant motion and influencing

each other throughout the various instances in history. The political dimension of the relationship

under analysis is starkly more symmetrical: Russia is typically supportive of Armenia, especially

in the OSCE Minsk Group, while Armenia, through its participation in the various regional

political associations, provides Russia with political legitimacy and support in their efforts to

stabilize and control its ‘near abroad’. The economic and security dimensions of Russia’s

patronage to Armenia brings to the surface the asymmetry and exploitative nature of the

relationship. Economically, Armenia is heavily dependent on Russian and EEU markets;
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furthermore, segments of Armenian strategic industries are completely controlled by Russian

capital. Armenian security, likewise, is highly–if not completely–dependent on Russia. Russia is

the provider of security guarantees to Armenia, in addition to being the sole provider of cheap

arms sales. Russia’s role of security guarantor and arms provider to Armenia is further

complicated by its position as a primary negotiator in the OSCE Minsk Group. Russia’s interest

in guaranteeing security to Armenia should be viewed through a strictly strategic lens: Armenian

security, for Russia, is not so much a matter of concern or affectivity but is rooted in the

maintenance of regional control.

Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh: Miatsum!

The political dimension to the patron-client relation between Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh

can be traced to two primary sources and form the basis for the strong Armenian political support

for Nagorno-Karabakh–although there does exist contradictions within this relationship that

occur outside the bounds of the present period of study, but nonetheless will be briefly

mentioned. The first circumstance that makes Armenian’s political patronage so strong is the

historical and demographic ties with Nagorno-Karabakh. As discussed above, Armenian

intelligentsia and politicians stress the historical claims to Nagorno-Karabakh, referring to

various periods, spanning over a millennium, that Armenia controlled the territory of Nagorno-

Karabakh, and as a result has been the residing place of Armenians. The demographics of

Nagorno-Karabakh, especially preceding the onset of armed conflict in the late 1980’s, further

solidifies the Armenian claims and justification for having such strong political connections with

Nagorno-Karabakh. The second factor that makes Armenian political co-operation and backing
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of Nagorno-Karabakh a matter of utmost importance and staple in their foreign policy is the

“living memory” of genocide that reoccurs in Armenian intelligentsia and daily life (Ghaplanyan

2018, 121). The 1915-1917 Armenian genocide made the threat of annihilation a clear and

present threat to Armenians, threats that would violently resurface in the early stages of the First

Nagorno-Karabakh War in the forms of pogroms in Sumgait and Baku. This, therefore, brought

the importance of protecting Armenians, especially those abroad, from seemingly existential

threats, and incorporating these diaspora communities, and in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh,

territories into one Armenian state.

It is no surprise then that Armenian politicians and intelligentsia were active participants

in the Nagorno-Karabakh independence movements. After the Soviet decision to relegate

Nagorno-Karabakh to the status of autonomous oblast, under the jurisdiction of the Azerbaijan

SSR, Armenian elites attempted, both on their own accord and in conjunction with Karabakh

Armenians, to raise the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh’s status to Soviet authorities. The First

Secretary of the Communist Party of Armenia was assassinated by agents of Stalin in 1936 due

to his insistence on changing the status of Nagorno-Karabakh (Walker 1988). Challenges to the

status of Nagorno-Karabakh would flare up again during the destalinization period under

Khrushchev; a petition signed by 2,500 Karabakh Armenians calling for reform was ignored by

the authorities in Moscow, leading to Armenian protest. (Cornell 2001, 63). Armenian

intelligentsia put forth a petition in 1987, during the perestroika and glasnost period, calling for

the transfer of Nagorno-Karabakh and Nakhchivan to the Armenian SSR (will be discussed in

further detail in the following section). In the period after the First Nagorno-Karabakh War, the

issue of independence became the dominant political narrative for Armenian politicians, and

failure to abide by the consensus of recognition of an independent Nagorno-Karabakh would be
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the equivalent of political suicide (Ghaplanyan 2018; Miarka 2022, 4). As of recently, this

political litmus-test for Armenian elites has seemingly been put on hold; the Azerbaijani

President Aliyev and Armenian Prime Minister Pashinyan agreed to recognized Nagorno-

Karabakh as part of Azerbaijan, as of June 2023 (Szurc 2023). This moment marks milestone in

the decades long conflict but is unlikely to be indictive of any substantive resolution to the

conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh or the Armenian interest in the territory.

There existed few economic ties between Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh prior to the First

Nagorno-Karabakh War, but this change after the declaration of secession. The landlocked and

predominately rural territory of Nagorno-Karabakh is not conducive to major industry and

lagged in terms of economic development, which became a major source of grievance for

Karabakh Armenians living in the Azerbaijani SSR. The lack of economic and industrial

development drove some Karabakh Armenians into believing that the Soviet Committee in Baku

were purposefully neglecting the region, essentially ensuring the stagnation of the autonomous

oblast and Karabakh Armenian population in the Azerbaijani SSR (Cornell 2001, 63).

There have been significant developments for the economy of Nagorno-Karabakh since

the first war and Armenia has taken on the role of Nagorno-Karabakh’s primary trading and

development partner and patron. Armenia has played a significant role in the development of

fixed capital investments, such as the construction of the Goris-Stepanakert Highway and the

Martakert-Vardenis Highway. The Armenia Fund, which was founded in 1992, has been an

important source of humanitarian aid and economic relief to Armenian families that have been

impacted by the conflicts, as well as for the coordination of financial resources to the present

development projects. Economic ties within the process of capital circulation also demonstrates
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the role that Armenia plays for the development and survival of Nagorno-Karabakh’s economy.

An analysis of Nagorno-Karabakh’s imports and exports illustrates a balance of trade that clearly

favors Armenia being the linchpin of Nagorno-Karabakh’s economy: roughly 95 percent of

Nagorno-Karabakh’s exports are to Armenia, and 95 percent of imports to Nagorno-Karabakh

are from Armenia (Miarka 2022, 6-7).

As a patron state Armenia is inhibited in their capability to provide outright security guarantees

to Nagorno-Karabakh. Armenia’s security guarantees to Nagorno-Karabakh are weakened by the

scale and scope of its own military forces, but also via its clientelist relationship with Russia–the

more powerful state that possesses more leverage when compared to Armenia. Despite these

limitations, Armenia was active in working towards providing Nagorno-Karabakh with the

necessary military support during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War. Subsequent armed conflicts

over Nagorno-Karabakh demonstrate that Armenia is willing to be a more engaged participant in

the conflict and guarantor of security for Nagorno-Karabakh; however, the military superiority of

Azerbaijan during these conflicts exposed the limited security capabilities of the Armenian state

and their role as patron to Nagorno-Karabakh (Reynolds 2021).

Armenia’s role in being the provider of security to Nagorno-Karabakh during the 1988-

1994 war was a position that the military and political elite of Armenia wanted to remain

shrouded by the fog of war. The official Armenian position was that they were not an active

party to the conflict, and that Armenian nationals fighting in Nagorno-Karabakh were there on

their own accord, not by any order of the military. Doubts were raised as to the claims of the

Armenian military’s neutrality. Future investigations by the Human Rights Watch/Helsinki

would corroborate the speculation that Armenia was an active party to the conflict, sending
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personnel and equipment to Nagorno-Karabakh (Schmemann 1992; Bonner 1994; Human Rights

Watch/Helsinki 1994). While there is no doubt that large amounts of Armenian volunteers,

forming themselves into paramilitary units, found their way into Nagorno-Karabakh, the

evidence pointing to a coordinated Armenian military effort is just as strong (see Human Rights

Watch/Helsinki). Furthermore, the increase in the intensity of the military draft in Armenia

appeared to have confirmed suspicions that Armenian men were being prepared to be sent to

Nagorno-Karabakh in a more official manner and in larger quantity (Human Rights

Watch/Helsinki 1994, 122-123).

The patron-client relation between Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh is highly typical of a

clientelist relationship. Between these two political entities there exists significant degrees of

dependency and reciprocity. In the case of the economic and military sector, Nagorno-Karabakh

is the clear benefactor of Armenian patronage. Almost the entirety of Nagorno-Karabakh’s

economy is reliant on Armenian aid, and the military aid provided by Armenia, especially during

the first war, gave Nagorno-Karabakh crucial support for military operations and for defensive

capabilities against Azerbaijan. In return, Armenia gains a non-neglectable amount from the

bilateral trade ties with Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as a high degree of political leverage for

Armenian politicians by speaking on and dealing with affairs relating to Nagorno-Karabakh. It

has been noted that Nagorno-Karabakh, resulting from the affectivity between the two actors and

because of Nagorno-Karabakh being the object of a considerable degree of Armenian passion,

has significant sway over Armenian politics, thus creating a more mutual political relationship

despite the asymmetry in economic and military considerations (Cornell 1999, 129).
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Turkey and Azerbaijan: “One Nation, Two States”

The famous slogan from the late Azerbaijani President Heydar Aliyev, “one nation, two states”

creates the image of a unified Azerbaijan and Turkey. There is no doubt that cultural, political,

economic, and security co-operation between these two states exists, especially present day, to a

significant degree. The relations between these two states have undergone a series of

developments, with the immediate post-soviet period Azerbaijani-Turkish relations being

constrained by a series of factors, cumulating in a restrained Turkish approach to Azerbaijan and

to the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in its entirety.

When Azerbaijan declared independence in 1991 it was met with relative silence and lack

of support within the international community, except from Turkey who was quick to recognize

the independent Azerbaijani state. The shared ancestry and religion (despite the difference in

predominate denomination) make the Azeri-Turkish alliance self-evident, but the exact nature of

the political dimension between these two states, especially during the period of the First

Nagorno-Karabakh War, is marked by limitations as to Turkey’s commitment to the role of

Azerbaijan’s patron. Azerbaijan was the first nation, during the period of Soviet dissolution, that

Turkey recognized. It was during this period that Turkey acted as a much-needed vocal supporter

of Azerbaijan: Armenian diaspora in Western states were able to generate significant support for

the cause of Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh, support that would have resulted in a complete

dominance in the war-time rhetoric if not for Turkish support for Azerbaijan (Cornell 1998, 51).

Turkish support for Azerbaijan and their fight for the territorial integrity of their state took the

form of a neutral negotiator, often engaging in shuttle diplomacy with European states. The

Turkish Foreign Minister, Hikmet Çetin even responded to the Azerbaijani request to personally
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call the United States Secretary of State to discuss the issue of a dispute Nagorno-Karabakh.

(Cornell 1998, 60). The ‘neutral’ stance of Turkey would soon shift towards a more pro-

Azerbaijan position, which included, among other things, the economic blockade of Armenia.

While Turkey, by 1992, had clearly chosen to back Azerbaijan in their battle over their territorial

integrity, this support was not without reservations and limitations due to political constraints

imposed on Turkey by its own domestic policies and international goals.

Svante Cornell (1998) identifies five factors that were actively constraining Turkish

policy from more thoroughly supporting Azerbaijan during the period of the First Nagorno-

Karabakh War. The first factor was the adherence to Kemalism, by which Turkey was to refrain

from adventurist foreign policy, with the exception of Cyprus and parts of Mosul (63). For policy

makers in Turkey, Azerbaijan was an important venture, but did not pose a significant enough

area to justify reneging on the Kemalist doctrine. The second factor was Turkey’s alliance with

the West and membership in NATO. In this instance, Turkey knew that their membership in

NATO and partnership with the West a prior entailed constraint: military aid from the United

States, which is vital for Turkish anti-insurgent activity against the Kurdish Workers Party, could

be suspended, and Turkish membership in NATO and its potential membership with the EU

could be put on hold for too adventurist foreign policy in a region as volatile as Transcaucasia.

The third factor is Turkey’s bilateral relations with Russia, with Russia being a major contributor

to the Turkish economy, operating at the time within the US four-billion-dollar range (65).

Additionally, Turkey was cognizant to Russia’s interest in maintaining their influence within the

‘near abroad’, and thus Turkish policymakers would always need to balance their contributions

or support for Azerbaijan with the interest of Russia. The fourth factor is the desire not to inflate

the ire of the Armenian diaspora, which maintains that Turkey is inherently antagonistic to
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Armenians due to the history of the Armenian genocide. Turkey was aware of the power of the

Armenian diaspora and recognized that outright support for Azerbaijan, especially military

support, or intervention in the conflict, would result in considerable negative attention for Turkey

(66). The fifth and last factor identified is Turkey’s memory of the internationally condemned

invasion of Northern Cyprus in 1974. While direct correlations cannot be drawn between the

Cypriots and Azeris, the importance of Azerbaijan for Turkey is still significant, and thus Turkey

was hesitant to stage another intervention akin to the one in 1974 (66-67).

The economic dimension of Turkish-Azeri relations is markedly more symmetric, with both

states making substantial economic and geopolitical gains through their bilateral ties. For

Azerbaijan, as well as other post-soviet Caucasian and Central Asian countries, Turkey was

marketed as the “model” state regarding its policies towards the West (Kardas and Macit 2015).

Turkey demonstrated how to fully exploit their energy sectors and geopolitical importance to

gain favor with Western markets and policymakers, while at the same time distancing themselves

from Russia. Turkey and Azerbaijan codified numerous economic and trade agreements

following Azerbaijan’s independence in 1992. In 1992 the two states signed the Commercial and

Economic Relations Agreement, in 1994 the Prevention of Double Taxing Agreement, and in

1995 the Mutual Promotion and Protecting of Investments Agreement (Yesevi and Tiftikcigil

2015). The two states’ economies also mutually benefitted each other, especially during the

period of the 1990’s. Azerbaijan’s primary source of surplus during this time was in the

manufacturing sector and natural gas and oil extraction; Turkey on the other hand was an export

driven economy, especially for Western markets. This resulted in an economic relationship
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wherein Azerbaijan accounted for half of Turkey’s share of exports, as well as Azerbaijan being

consistently Turkey’s top importer (seconded only by Kazakhstan).

Once Azerbaijan transitioned to a market economy flows of Turkish foreign investment

increased dramatically. Turkish foreign direct investment was predominately in the energy

sector, but was also involved in infrastructure, construction, transportation, telecommunications,

tourism, education, textiles, and furniture (Kardas and Macit 2015, 27). Flows of Azerbaijani

capital were directed towards Turkey as well, but the volume of such investment could not be

compared to that of Turkey in Azerbaijan. Turkish foreign investment in Azerbaijan’s gas and oil

industry is best illustrated by the involvement of the Turkish Petroleum Corporation (TPAO) in

Azerbaijani gas and oil projects: TPAO has a 6.75 percent share in the Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli oil

field complex, a 19 percent share in the Shah-Deniz gas field, a 6.53 percent share in the Baku-

Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, a 9 percent share in the South Caucasus Pipeline, and a 10 percent share

in the Alov Exploration project. The development of bilateral trades also shows a trend that has

Azerbaijan becoming more dependent on the Turkish markets than vise-versa. From 2002-2011

Turkey had run a trade surplus with Azerbaijan (except 2006-2007). The volume of Turkish

imports from Azerbaijan depends heavily on the domestic economic conditions, as the majority

of Azerbaijani goods flowing to Turkey are in the form of intermediate goods (Kardas and Macit

2015, 37). In comparison, flows of goods from Turkey to Azerbaijan are much more stable and

have been steadily increasing. Currently, Azerbaijan remains the primary beneficiary of foreign

direct investment from Turkey. In the same instance, Turkey has become the main beneficiary of

foreign direct investment from Azerbaijan, especially as Turkey is attempting to diversify its

economy and prevent an uneven development that hinges upon it being the oil and gas corridor

to Western markets.
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The security dimension of Turkish-Azeri relations did not begin to fully materialize until over a

decade after the First Nagorno-Karabakh War ceased. The dissolution of the Soviet Union and

subsequent independence of various soviet republics brought forth a window of opportunity for

regional powers to expand and consolidate their influence. As a regional power, Turkey was

keen on consolidating its influence within the recently independent Azerbaijan; however, during

the period of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War, Turkey was only able to begin developing their

political and economic ties.

Security-related developments between the two states during the period of the First

Nagorno-Karabakh War were restricted by Turkey’s insistence on remaining a neutral party to

the conflict, resigning itself to efforts of raising awareness to the plight of the Azeris and aiming

towards being a key factor in the OSCE Minsk Group for a negotiated settlement between

Armenia and Azerbaijan (Cornell 2017, 92). The 1992 Khojaly massacre of Azeri civilians and

subsequent footage and testimony of displaced Azeris in Nagorno-Karabakh galvanized the

Turkish public. Protests were held in cities across Turkey, including Ankara, and the Turkish

civilians were calling for Turkey to become directly involved in the conflict (Cowell 1992).

Turkish political leaders were faced with striking a delicate balance between the increasingly

animated Turkish populace and Western political alliances (including NATO) that would

discourage any direct involvement in the conflict. Turkey’s security co-operation with

Azerbaijan during this period was understandably muted: in 1992 Turkey and Azerbaijan signed

an agreement for the joint military education and weapon and equipment deals, and Turkey

would fully side with Azerbaijan regarding the closure of borders with Armenia (Khalilov 2022).
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Security co-operation between Turkey and Azerbaijan has increased since the 1990’s, but

when compared to that of Russia and Armenia, or Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh, the security

ties between the two states are limited. A major development was the 2010 signing of the

Agreement on Strategic Partnership and Mutual Support. Regarding arms exports to Azerbaijan,

Russia remains Azerbaijan’s top partner. Turkey’s role in arming and developing the Azerbaijani

Armed Forces should not be quickly disregarded. During the Second Nagorno-Karabakh War

(2020) the Azerbaijani Armed Forces were able to make significant battlefield gains on

Armenian and Karabakh troops due to their use of unmanned aerial systems, which include the

Harop, Orbiter 1K, Orbiter-3 and SkyStriker loitering munitions, the Hermes 450, Hermes 900,

Heron, Aerostar, and Searcher reconnaissance UAVs, and the Turkish Bayraktar TB2 armed

drones (Postma 2021). The Bayraktar TB2 proved to be a highly effective weapon for

destroying Armenian tanks, armored vehicles, artillery pieces, supply trucks, radars, and Surface-

to-Air-Missile systems (Postma 2021). The success of Azerbaijan during the Second Nagorno-

Karabakh War was not just due to the implementation of new forms of warfare. The

developments from the Turkish-Azeri partnership for military education and training (signed

1992) were made clear during this brief war. The Azerbaijani Armed Forces demonstrated the

improved tactical, organizational, and command skills that they have received from the decade’s

long co-operation with the Turkish military (Yalçinkaya 2021).

What can be seen from this brief analysis on the “One Nation, Two States” relationship between

Turkey and Azerbaijan is that Turkey is unable to fully realize its regional power projection

goals due to its prior commitments and alliances, as well as fundamental power asymmetries

between Turkey and Russia, the more powerful regional power. Politically, Turkey is held back
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by its political and strategic commitments to its Western allies and institutions, as well as its

inherently disadvantageous position as a lesser regional power when compared to Russia.

Regardless of these constraints, Turkey has been quick to find the recently independent

Azerbaijan as a regional ally and to fully use the relationship between the two linguistic and

religious groups. Economically, Turkey has been effective with generating a more symmetrical

relationship with Azerbaijan. Both states benefit greatly from the co-operation over the oil- and

natural gas-related projects, as well as from the mutual flows of foreign direct investment.

Turkey has benefitted from its large shares in Azerbaijani energy sector projects, which translate

into greater influence as the major guarantor of the energy corridor for Europe. In the same

instance, Azerbaijani foreign direct investment into non-energy industries in Turkey aid in the

state’s goal to diversify its economy. Turkey, however, lacks the majority shares in any major oil

and natural gas projects to generate any significant leverage over Azerbaijan (most of the shares

are held by the British Petroleum Company). The constraints on Turkey’s political ambitions

also act to constrain Turkish-Azeri security co-operation, especially during the period of study

for this paper. The extent of Turkey’s involvement with aiding Azerbaijan’s security goals and

needs during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War was with the 1992 agreement for military

education and arms deals, and the enforcement of the blockade of Armenia. This form of co-

operation, while not as significant at the start, contributed to the Azerbaijani success during the

Second Nagorno-Karabakh War in 2020.

In summary, Turkey and Azerbaijan’s relationship cannot be defined as a patron-client

relationship. There exist certain affinities between the two states, especially considering the

religious and linguistic linkages, but Turkey lacks the power to establish itself as a regional

power that can exhibit consistent influence on Azerbaijani politics and policy. Furthermore,



59

when the moment for the development of a complete patron-client relationship was most ripe,

Turkey was held back by the various constraints mentioned above, allowing for Russia to

continue to exert its influence within the state.

Historical Background, pre-1987

The name Nagorno-Karabakh immediately denotes the complex and fraught history of the small

mountainous territory. “Nagorno” being the translated Russian name for mountainous, and

“Karabakh” being the translated Turkish word for black garden. For the Armenians, the region is

called “Artsakh” but for sake of continuity this paper will continue to use the common name of

Nagorno-Karabakh. The main source of conflict over the region of Karabakh stems from the

disputed claims between the Armenians and the Azeris. Armenian scholars hold to the claim that

the Karabakh region has been home to the Armenian people, and within the Armenian kingdom

for roughly two millennia. During this ancient history, Armenia had experienced integration with

the Achaemenid Empire, eventual collapse due to the conquests of Alexander the Great around

300 BC. An independent Armenian state would form around 200 BC, be briefly controlled by the

Seleucid empire, and eventually regain independence in 188 BC after the defeat of the Seleucid

empire by Rome. It is during this time that the kingdom of Armenia was able to consolidate

much of its territory.10 Crucially, however, Armenia’s independence would be threatened

periodically by either Roman or Parthian rule, and at no point during this time, or at later periods,

10 Information regarding this brief overview of ancient Armenian history was collected from Svante E. Cornell’s

Small Nations and Great Powers: A Study of Ethnopolitical Conflict in the Caucasus (2001) and Michael P.

Croissant’s The Armenia-Azerbaijan Conflict: Causes and Implications (1998).
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can Armenia make a legitimate claim to the control over the present territory of Nagorno-

Karabakh. Despite not possessing a legitimate claim to Nagorno Karabakh, the Armenians can

undoubtably hold to an ancient ethnic lineage, which has been a major factor in Armenian claims

to legitimacy over their statehood and Nagorno-Karabakh.

Modern day Azerbaijan cannot share such depth in their claims towards a national

history. Both the nation and national identities of Azerbaijanis are, as noted by Michael Croissant

and Stuart Kaufman, inventions of the mid-twentieth century. As such, present-day Azeri claims

to political boundaries, including Nagorno-Karabakh, stem from the political decisions set during

the Soviet period or strenuous claims to ancient migrations and transfers of historic territorial

claims (Cornell 2001, 50). Ancient Azeri claims to legitimacy over territory within

Transcaucasia are often rooted in the controversial debate over the Turkic tribal migrations to the

region, with earlier dates of arrival corresponding to greater legitimacy for Azeri claims.

Specifically, there remains debate whether Turkic tribes arrived during the period of the

Achaemenid Empire–a claim backed by Azeri scholars–or during the sixth century CE, which is

the most widely accepted timeline (Cornell 2001, 50). In addition to the claims of early

migration, Azeri scholars will draw direct linkages with the Caucasian Albanians, due to shared

etymology and surnames–and Armenian scholars will argue for the same position (Dudwick

1990; Avdoyan 1995). An Azeri-Albanian linkage is beneficial for dual purposes. Firstly,

present-day Nagorno-Karabakh was part of the territory belonging to Caucasian Albania, and

Azerbaijan, as argued by Azeri scholars, is the heir to such territory. Secondly, there exists a split

in the debate as to the exact ethnic origin of the population of Nagorno-Karabakh. Armenian

scholars predominately believe that those living in Nagorno-Karabakh have been there for almost

two thousand years and have historically been Christian. Conversely, Azeri scholars argue that
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those residing in Nagorno-Karabakh are Albanians that have remained as Christians throughout

the Islamization of the Caucasus, and were eventually ‘Armenized’ (Cornell 2001, 51-2). It can

be seen then that the historical claims to Nagorno-Karabakh, from both the Armenian and Azeri

side, are bound to draw controversy. Problematically, these claims, no matter how strenuous or

centuries (and sometimes millennia) in age, are intrinsically bound to the debate over the rightful

claim over this small, mountainous territory. An agreed upon lineage is unlikely to be found, and

thus more recent claims to Nagorno-Karabakh should be considered with equal importance.

The ancient claims to Nagorno-Karabakh are fraught with controversy, hostility, and the

uncertainty of time. The more modern history of the region, while clearer, remains just as

challenging. The period of the eighteen century was decisive for Nagorno-Karabakh: it was

during this time that control over the region vacillated between Safavid Persia and the Ottoman

Empire, yet none of these empires were able to consolidate long lasting control. Nagorno-

Karabakh became an independent khanate during the mid-eighteen century, under the auspices of

Turkic rulers. The breakup of the southern Caucasus’s into multiple khanates weakened the

region against more homogenous threats, and it was during this time that the Russian Empire

began its incursions into the Caucuses. The Karabakh khanate officially came under Russian rule

with the Treaty of Gulistan in 1813. In the following years insurrections occurred, as the local

families, aided by Iran, attempted to regain control over their khanates from Russia. These

insurrections, and war with Iran, officially ended in 1828 with the signing of the Treaty of

Turkmanchai. Fear that the newly conquered Azeri populations would be prone to collaboration

with the Turks, the Russian state began a series of population transfers, thus altering the

demographics of contentious regions with the southern Caucasus’s, including Nagorno-

Karabakh. It was during this time that the demographics of the Nagorno-Karabakh region shifted
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from a predominately Azeri/Muslim population to the Russian-favored Armenians (Shafiyev

2018, 51-71). At the same time, managerial positions within capital-intensive industries in Baku

were being filled by Armenians, which would eventually be the catalyst for resentment and

violence once Azerbaijan and Baku experienced the oil boom. Ethnic conflict between Azeris

and Armenians erupted in 1905, resulting in the collective death of thousands. The catalyst to

this violent episode is disputed, but what is agreed upon is that the Azeri population suffered

greatly due to the lack of effective organization when compared to the Armenians (Cornell 2001,

56). Importantly, this violent clash helped develop an Azeri national identity and emphasized the

need for ethnic and national solidarity (Swietochowski 1980).

Transcaucasia was once again thrusted into turmoil during the 1917 Russian Revolution.

The newly formed, and shortly lived, Transcaucasian Federation consisted of the Georgian

Mensheviks, the Azerbaijan Musavat party, and the Armenian Revolutionary Federation. The

Transcaucasian Federation existed in turmoil due to outside interference from both Ottoman

Turkey and Britain, but also due to the irreconcilable claims from the federations themselves;

and especially the Armenian irredentist claims to territory that Georgia and Azerbaijan had legal

authority over. During this period Nagorno-Karabakh was the source of confrontation due to

Azerbaijan being granted jurisdiction to the territory by the British.11 The Transcaucasian

Federation would come to an end in 1921 after the Bolsheviks moved into the region and re-

exerted control over Transcaucasia. The Soviet political leadership would appear, in the first

instance, to be in favor of the re-unification of Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh, but the reality

11 The decision of the British to grant reaffirm Azerbaijan’s juridical authority over Nagorno-Karabakh was less due

to the legitimacy of Azerbaijan’s claims to Nagorno-Karabakh, and more a result of the distain of the Armenians

that was being expressed by the British (Cornell 2001, 58-9).
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proved different. Nagorno-Karabakh, by the instruction of Joseph Stalin, was given the title of

Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast and placed under authority of the Azerbaijani SSR. The

placing of Nagorno-Karabakh under Azerbaijani authority, although with the status of an

autonomous oblast, was most likely due to the Bolshevik’s ad hoc plan to separate key ethnic

minority settlements within Transcaucasia to eliminate the potential for ethnic conflict and

irredentism. Thus, this acted to appease the local political elite in the Armenian and Azerbaijani

SSR and signal good favor to the newly formed Turkish republic which favored a weakened

Armenia (Cornell 2001, 59-60; Saparov 2012). There also remains the likely explanation that the

arrangement put forth by the Bolsheviks was the most practicable, since the existence of an area

as strategic as Nagorno-Karabakh being under the legal authority of the Armenian SSR would

create the potential for the perception of a fifth-column threat that the threatened state, the

Azerbaijan SSR. This arrangement would remain unchanged during the period of the Soviet

Union, and any nationalist movements in the Armenian SSR or the Nagorno-Karabakh

Autonomous Oblast would be silenced by the Soviet authorities, as such movements directly

contradicted the worker-based politics of the Union and posed a potential threat to the stability of

the region.

1987-1989: Into the Danger Zone of Ethnic Cleansing

The glasnost and perestroika period during the 1980’s Soviet Union opened a window of

opportunity for the expression of Armenian and Karabakh Armenian grievances towards the

Central Committee of the Communist Party, headed by General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev,

and towards the Armenian diaspora. Much of the rhetoric surrounding the possibility of
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Nagorno-Karabakh (and Nakhichevan) being reunited with Armenia was framed within the

contexts, and through the benefits, of perestroika: that the separation of Nagorno-Karabakh and

Nakhichevan from Armenia during the formative years of the Soviet Union was in-of-itself a

transgression “of the realization of Leninist traditions” which could be redressed through

democratic practices. (Droshak, October 1987 as cited in Libaridian 1988, 88-89). On 5 March

1987, Suren Ayvazyan, a prominent Armenian geologist, and advocate for the Armenian

nationalist movements, wrote a memorandum to Gorbachev providing the General Secretary

with an account of the Armenian grievances towards the current situation of Nagorno-Karabakh.

Ayvazyan finished the memo with a straightforward plea: “Finally, it is time to reunite

Mountainous Karabakh and Nakhichevan, portions of the historic homeland, with Soviet

Armenia” (Haratch December 1987 as cited in Libaridian 1988, 81-84). In August 1987 a

petition, thought to be drafted by Suren Ayvazyan and signed by over 75,000 Armenians and

Karabakh Armenians, was send to General Secretary Gorbachev to voice their demand for

reunification.

The following months saw an intensification in ethnic hostilities between Armenians and

Azerbaijanis. In October 1987 a violent confrontation between the Armenian citizens of

Chardakhlu, Azerbaijan SSR and the local police occurred due to the Armenian population of the

village rejecting the newly appointed collective farm director. Later, on 18 October 1997,

protests were held in Yerevan, Armenian SSR over the events in Chardakhlu (de Waal 2003, 18).

Prominent Armenian figures were active in their engagement with the foreign press, pushing the

cause of Nagorno-Karabakh’s independence from Azerbaijan. In the days following the unrest in

Chardakhlu and Yerevan, Sergo Mikoyan, a leading Soviet historian and son of Armenian-Soviet

statesman Anastas Mikoyan, gave an interview with the Armenian Mirror-Spectator on 24
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October. During this interview Mikoyan dismissed the idea of Armenian reunification with

Nakhichevan due to the absence of substantive Armenian populations, but that the chances of

reunification with Nagorno-Karabakh is more likely due to the favorable demographics and

Armenian lobbying in Moscow (The Armenian Mirror-Spectator October 1987, as cited in

Libaridian 1988, 69). Zori Balayan, an Armenian writer, public figure, and advocate, was also

engaging in supporting Nagorno-Karabakh’s reunification with Armenia during this period.

During an interview, Balayan summarized Armenian’s feeling towards Nagorno-Karabakh,

stating that “If for no other reason than that without Karabakh we cannot live on this rocky piece

of land [Soviet Armenia] physically, spiritually, historically; it is difficult to visualize our future

without Karabakh…You see the land of our historic fatherland continues to remain occupied and

we are gathered in a small place and we cannot continue like this” (Hye Gyank December 1987

to February 1988, as cited in Libaridian 1988, 72).

This support for Nagorno-Karabakh by prominent Armenian intelligentsia is invaluable

for generating pro-independence sentiment within Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh; however, it

was the statement by Abel Aganbekian, the chief economic advisor to Gorbachev, that boosted

the hopes of Armenian nationalists, and at the same time concern for Azerbaijanis. Aganbekian

stated in an interview that “I expect that in the context of perestroika the question of the

annexation of Karabakh and Nakichevan to Armenia will find its solution…As a specialist I am

interested in the economic dimension of the issue and according to my analysis from the

economic point of view, Karabakh is closer to Armenia than to Azerbaijan and not the other way

around. I have written a letter in this respect to the government and of course this is my counsel

as a scientist who does not have a government position…but I do believe that this issue will be

resolved” (Masis December 1987, as cited in Libaridian 1988, 70-71). Aganbekian’s support,
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albeit restricted to the “economic point of view”, was strongly influenced by the lobbying of Igor

Muradian, an Armenian nationalist and Soviet insider that was engaged with petitioning political

elites in Moscow, including Aganbekian, persuading them to sign a petition on the return of

Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia (de Waal 2003, 17). Muradian was also in collaboration with the

radical Armenian Dashnaktsutiun party, aiding in their procurement of weapons, most of which

were being smuggled into Nagorno-Karabakh (de Waal 2003, 18).

The events of 1987 demonstrate the duality of the rising discontent and potential for

ethnic conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. The clash in the village of Chardakhlu was a grassroots

demonstration, arising out of the growing Armenian resentment and distrust against the

Azerbaijani authorities. Working at the same time were the Armenian intelligentsia and political

elite, supporting the Armenian nationalist cause of reunification with Nagorno-Karabakh through

vocal support, as well as through the covert arming of radical Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh

through the Dashnaks. This duality would continue throughout the entirety of the conflict:

Armenian intelligentsia and political elite would be successful in garnering public fervor over the

issue of Nagorno-Karabakh. This fervor would transform the political makeup of Armenia, and

raise the battle over Nagorno-Karabakh to the highest priority, creating a cycle of escalatory

politics.

February 1988 marked the official escalation of both mass-scale protests and violence in

Armenia and Azerbaijan, with the former’s being more coordinated than the latter. Delegates for

Nagorno-Karabakh traveled for the third time to Moscow in their persistent attempt to win over

the Supreme Soviet in Moscow. This delegation, much like the last, were not met well by the

Politburo–such a response that was troublesome for both Armenia and Azerbaijan due to the
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seemingly contradictory views held by the Central Committee and its advisors (e.g.,

Aganbekian). While the delegates were in Moscow, Armenian nationalists were busy organizing

rallies in the streets of Stepanakert to directly support the reunification policies. Importantly,

these movements were partly orchestrated with the direct help from Igor Muradian and other

members of the more radical Armenian intelligentsia. The protests, and the messages behind it,

carried a crucial–and dangerous–undertone: ambivalence for the tens-of-thousands of Azeris still

remaining in Nagorno-Karabakh. When Muradian was later asked regarding the absence of any

consideration for the fate of the Azeris in Nagorno-Karabakh in the rhetoric of the February

protests, he stated: “Do you want to know the truth? I will tell you the truth. We weren’t

interested in the fate of those people. Those people were the instruments of power, instruments

of violence over us for many decades, many centuries even. We weren’t interested in their fate

and we’re not interested now” (de Waal 2003, 21).

The next days, hundreds of thousands of protestors showed up to the rallies held in

Stepanakert and Yerevan. The rallies became more intense and political actions were being taken

to try and maintain the momentum. On the 20 February 1988, in the early yet intense days of the

protests a session was held in the Regional Soviet of Nagorno-Karabakh to vote for the

reunification of Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia. The voting went through despite the

Azerbaijani deputy’s non-participation. Two days later news of Moscow’s decision to maintain

the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan reached Stepanakert and Yerevan; this news only helped to

rally more support. By 25 February 1988 almost a quarter of the Armenian population was out in

the streets of Yerevan (de Waal 2003, 23). Support for the Armenian nationalist cause was also

to be found in the Armenian Church. In late February 1988, Vazgen I, the supreme Patriarch of

the Armenian Church, gave a televised address to the nation and voiced his support for
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“attaching the mountainous region of Nagorno-Karabakh Oblast to Soviet Armenia” (CIA FOIA

1988a).

The orchestrated mobilization of Armenian nationalism in Yerevan and Stepanakert

caught the Azerbaijan populace by surprise. Signs of trouble was slowly making its way to Baku:

from November 1987 to January 1988 bloodied Azeris were finding their way to Baku from

Kapan in the south of Armenia (Yamskov 1991; de Waal 2003, 19). By mid-February 1988

rallies were being held in Baku, calling for the maintenance of Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity.

The late-night vote held in the Regional Soviet of Nagorno-Karabakh on the 20 February, with

the rapid response by Moscow in the rejection of this vote, made clear to the Azerbaijanis that

there existed a mass movement within Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh that was actively

threatening the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan, as well as the safety of Azeri’s abroad (e.g.,

Kapan). A few days later word reached Azeri villages that two girls were raped in Stepanakert

during the mass rallies. This news, coupled with the sudden vote for reunification and site of

bloodied Azeris being bused into Baku raised the tension to a boiling point: the town of Aghdam

was the origin of a crowd of angry Azeri men that began marching towards Stepanakert. The

crowd was stopped by police in Askeran, and the subsequent violent clash resulted in two Azeri

men dying (de Waal 2003, 15). The violence in Aghdam/Askeran was only a prelude to the

deluge of violence in Sumgait, a small industrial town north of Baku. Sumgait was already

primed for agitation prior to the escalation of conflict between Azeris and Armenians. The town

was suffering from major housing shortages, environmental degradation, and a population of

disgruntled ex-convicts and a newly housed population of displaced peoples from Kapan (de

Waal 2003; Geukjian 2011). Rapidly growing agitation regarding the previous events and

growing anti-Armenian sentiments in Azerbaijani communities cumulated in a full-scale
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program from the 28-29 February 1988, resulting in the death of 32 individuals, the destruction

of Armenian homes and displacement of families, and irreparable damage to interethnic

relations.

Armenian-Azerbaijani relations worsened in the following months as the protests

continued despite a lack of clear support from the Central Committee in Moscow. May 1988 was

the first major opportunity for Moscow to quell the rising conflict. Unfortunately for Moscow,

the political center of gravity in Armenia was shifting from the long-dominated Communist

Party towards the new informal Karabakh Committee, a small group of Armenian intellectuals,

including Levon Ter-Petrosyan, Igor Muradian, and Zori Balayan, who all shared Armenian

nationalist goals. When a proposal was put forth for the improvement of status for Nagorno-

Karabakh (but would remain a territory of Azerbaijan) the proposal was turned down at the last

moment by Genrikh Poghosyan, the Deputy Secretary for the Communist Party in Nagorno-

Karabakh (de Waal 2003, 60). This May proposal, which would have granted Nagorno-Karabakh

an independent government and constitution, was rejected as it did not meet the maximalist aims

of the increasingly radical Armenian and Karabakh Armenian interests and aims. Throughout

June and July, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh would exchange in legislative

brinksmanship: on 15 June the Supreme Soviet of Armenia, in collaboration with the Karabakh

Committee, passed a resolution in favor of reunification with Nagorno-Karabakh; on 17 June the

Azerbaijani Supreme Soviet passed a resolution reaffirming their commitment to the current

territorial status of Nagorno-Karabakh; and on 12 July the Regional Soviet in Nagorno-Karabakh

passed a resolution for the unilateral secession from Azerbaijan. This last decision caught the ire

of the Central Committee in Moscow. Six days later, during a parliament session for the USSR

Supreme Soviet the Armenian delegates were chastised by Gorbachev, who accused them of
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undermining the goal of perestroika. After this parliamentary session, Nagorno-Karabakh would

be placed under the authority of a “special representative” from Moscow, who had the capability

for overriding resolutions from both Nagorno-Karabakh and Azerbaijan authorities (Cornell

2001, 71; de Waal 2003, 61).

A relative peace would fall over the increasingly hot conflict, but this peace would be

broken during the fall of 1988. The 18 September 1988 armed clash in Khojaly was the first

armed confrontation between the conflicting parties and served to reinforce the idea for

Armenians that Azeris have clear intentions for the destruction of their people (Melander 2001).

In the following weeks, the Armenian and Azerbaijani SSR engaged in what Svante Cornell

terms “great refugee fluxes”, but a more accurate definition would be Mann’s “population

exchange”, a form of total cleansing via policed repression (Cornell 2001, 71). By the end of this

series of population exchanges, which often turned violent in the more rural districts, 180,000

Armenians had been displaced from Azerbaijan and 160,000 Azeris displaced from Armenia

(Cornell 2001, 71). While there were instances of violence during this ‘exchange’ period, the

process was mostly civil with Armenian and Azerbaijani state officials negotiating the means of

various exchanges via the Communist Party apparatus (de Waal 2003, 62). Vadim Bakatin,

Minister of Interior for the Central Committee was sent to put an end to the deportations but was

unable to do so because of the rapidity of the transfers and depth of coordination of the

Armenian political elite, including the Karabakh Committee who was sending party members to

personally oversee the displacement of villages. Karabakh Committee members, including

Rafael Kazarian, were explicit in describing their role as organizer of the deportations (de Waal

2003, 63; Melander 2001).
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1988 would end in further tragedy when the Spitak earthquake devastated northern

Armenia. The level of destruction created by the earthquake resulted in a break in the conflict,

and a moment for Moscow to attempt to regain some control over the situation. Once deputies

from Moscow arrived in Armenia, it was evident that even a disaster to this degree was not

enough to convince Armenians or Azeris to put aside their antagonisms. In a statement to an

Armenian television program, Gorbachev tersely stated that the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh

was being manipulated by the local political elites (Roxburgh 1991, 123). The members of the

Karabakh Committee were placed under arrest by order of Moscow just days after this interview,

on the grounds that they were attempting to thwart humanitarian aid shipment to those impacted

by the earthquake in Azerbaijan. There remains, however, speculation that this was an attempt by

Moscow to restrict the capabilities of the group responsible for mobilizing such a large Armenian

national movement.

1989 was a pivotal year for the Nagorno-Karabakh War, which up to this point was

predominately being fought through political actions and mass mobilizations of protesters, with

the occasional flare-ups of armed violence between Armenians and Azeris. By the end of

January, it appeared that Moscow was now adopting a more heavy-handed approach to the

conflict. The Karabakh Committee had been arrested, Soviet MVD troops were stationed in

Baku to enforce martial law, and Nagorno-Karabakh was placed fully under control of Moscow

through the “special government administration” that was put in place without any warning to

Azerbaijan. This change in approach was undoubtably viewed as a necessary response to the

increasing hostilities between Armenians and Azeris, and due to the increase in nationalist

independence movements surfacing across the Soviet Union (Beissinger 2009). Cracks in
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Moscow’s control over the conflict began to appear in May. Armed clashes and small

contingents of fighting forces reappeared, despite the presence of Soviet MVD in Stepanakert

and across various borderlands of Armenian and Azeri villages (Cornell 2001, 73-74). The

release of the Karabakh Committee from jail and subsequent official transformation of this

informal group of radical intellectuals to an official Armenian political party, the Armenian

National Movement (ANM), did not help in fostering a sense of ease among Moscow’s

authorities or in Azerbaijan. A similar movement was coming into form in Azerbaijan: the Azeri

Popular Front (APF) was officially founded shortly after the ANM in July 1989, after having

failed to do so in the previous year due to the ideological and political tensions between the more

conservative, Communist-aligned members of Azerbaijan’s political elite (de Waal 2003, 82-86).

The first chairman for the APF was Abiilfez Elchibey, a political activist and academic. Elchibey

and his pro-Turkish positions marked the wave of radical, Azerbaijani nationalism that would

dominate the APF and Azerbaijani politics throughout the rest of the war.

By the end of summer, the situation was once again deteriorating. Soviet MVD troops

were unable to contain the spreading armed confrontations between Armenian/Karabakh and

Azerbaijani paramilitaries. In some cases, Soviet MVD posts were being raided by the militants,

taking the much-needed Soviet armaments. These military posts were not the only source of

arms: large volumes of Soviet arms and munitions were making their way into

Armenia/Azerbaijan, as well as the rest of the Caucasus. By this point it was clear that attempts

to control the flow of arms and rapidly escalating conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan was

not going as planned for Soviet authorities. Moscow made the controversial move to return

authority over Nagorno-Karabakh back to Azerbaijan on 28 November 1989. In response, the
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Armenian Supreme Soviet declared, in accordance with the February 1988 Nagorno-Karabakh

vote, reunification with Nagorno-Karabakh. The declaration stated:

The Presidium of the Armenian Republic Supreme Soviet, the Armenian Republic

Council of Ministers and the Presidium of the Nagorno-Karabakh National Council are

instructed to take all necessary measures arising out of this resolution to effect a real

merging of the political, economic and cultural structures of the Armenian Republic and

Nagorno-Karabakh into a unified state-political system. (Kommunist December 1989, as

cited in Cornell 2001, 75).

By the end of 1989 the Armenian stance could not be more clear: reunification with Nagorno-

Karabakh is the top priority and any measure will be taken to secure the goal.

1990-1991: On the Brink of Ethnic Cleansing

December 1989 to January 1990 was a pivotal moment in Azerbaijan’s trajectory. By the end of

1989 the radical contingents in the APF were gaining political clout and popular support,

increased dramatically by mutual blockades the republics have placed on each other. By late

December 1989, the Nominal Party leader of the APF, Abdurahman Vezirov, was quickly losing

authority to the radical constituents of the APF, who were openly ridiculing him in the streets (de

Waal 2003, 88). It was Azerbaijan’s Russian second secretary, Viktor Polyanichko, that

effectively replaced Vezirov as the main political actor in Azerbaijan, due to his placating of the

radical nationalist actors. On 25 December 1989, Vezirov telephoned the Azerbaijani chairman

of the Council of Ministers to inform him that the situation in Baku–the loss of authority to
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radical nationalists–was desperate enough to require direct intervention from Moscow (de Waal

interview with Ayaz Mutalibov, May 2000, as cited in de Waal 2003).

The outbreak of anti-Armenian pogroms in Baku, and subsequent armed takeover of the

city by Soviet MVD forces, resulted in this period being labeled the republic’s “Black January”.

The few remaining Armenians in the city of Baku were gripped with fear as their presence was

becoming the source of anger for the increasingly radicalized Azeri nationalists, who were taking

to the streets almost daily to voice their resentment against the war and position of the moderate

APF politicians. This fervor escalated into pogroms, taking the lives of ninety Armenians, and

causing the last few to flee the city. On the night of 19-20 January 1990 and with orders from

Moscow, Soviet MVD troops moved into Baku to reclaim the city from the radical crowds.

While successful in forcing the city into submission and subverting the official political power of

the APF, the loss of roughly 130 Azeri lives acted to further radicalize the Azeri population,

essentially preemptively thwarting any future attempts by Moscow to prevent anti-Soviet, pro-

secessionist political movements (Tokluoglu 2011).

Baku had been forcibly realigned towards Moscow, a move which was buttressed by

keeping Polyanichko in power as second secretary. At the same moment, Nagorno-Karabakh had

been placed under a “state of emergency” to get the flourishing Armenian paramilitaries, who

were engaging in small-scale skirmishes and ambushes, under control. While Azerbaijan had

undergone a political shift due to the undermining of the APF by Moscow, in Armenia the May

1990 elections resulted in the Communist Party losing out to the ANM, the official party of the

Karabakh Committee, led by Levon Ter-Petrosian. The new political elite in Armenia were quick

to make appeasements to Moscow, assuring the Central Committee that they could be perceived

as a pragmatic party. In August, and after three days of armed clashes between Armenian
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paramilitaries and Soviet MVD troops, and in Yerevan the shooting of a parliamentary deputy,

the ANM officially disbanded these groups who were acting illegally (against the July 1990 “On

the Prohibition of the Creation of Armed Formations” degree signed by Gorbachev) and in a

manner that was seriously provoking Moscow (Rutland 1994, 853). The Armenian paramilitary

formations were incorporated into the Armenian Interior Ministry, and promptly sent to

Nagorno-Karabakh to aid in the partisan-like warfare being held in the region (de Waal 2003,

112). Not only was Armenia sending paramilitaries (also referred to as fedayin) but also a large

volume of arms to Nagorno-Karabakh, which contributed to the intensity of partisan warfare

occurring between Karabakh Armenians and Soviet MVD troops (Human Rights Watch/Helsinki

1994, 5). The security situation in Nagorno-Karabakh was rapidly escalating, with the Armenian

fedayin continuing their sabotage and partisan activities across the region, with the tacit support

of Yerevan. As a result, Polyanichko restricted all access to Nagorno-Karabakh through

roadblocks and checkpoints.

By January 1991 the ground was being set for the first episode of alleged ethnic cleansing

during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War. At this moment Gorbachev and the rest of the Central

Committee in Moscow were aware of the secessionist movements that were gaining momentum

in Armenia, Moldova, Georgia, and the Baltic republics. Gorbachev, however, was not ready to

let the Union dissolve, and began to work towards drafting a new Union Treaty to gain favor

with the secessionist republics, but not compromise the Soviet Union itself–the desired process

for the majority of the Soviet people and republics (Cohen 2004). Azerbaijan was also seeking

the authorization for greater MVD troop presence in Nagorno-Karabakh, and a greater degree of

procedural autonomy to deal with the growing and volatile armed groups in Nagorno-Karabakh.

It is no surprise then, that in January 1991, when Azerbaijani Party chief Ayaz Mutalibov wrote
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to the Central Committee in Moscow warning of the growing stockpiles of arms and militants in

Nagorno-Karabakh and how the conflict over this small mountainous region was destabilizing

the security situation in Azerbaijan, this warning and recommendations were met positively by

the recipients in Moscow (de Waal 2003, 113). On 17 January 1991, the Central Committee

agreed with the recommendation from Vyacheslav Mikhailov, the Central Committees expert on

nationalities, to “carry out a special operation in the region together with the republican organs of

Armenia and Azerbaijan to disarm illegal armed formations” (Russian Archives Project, Fond

89, as cited in de Waal 2003, 114). When the actual “special operation…to disarm illegal armed

formations” was carried out, there was a marked absence of Armenia armed personnel, most

likely due to the Armenian SSR and the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast rejecting the

New Union Treaty to reform the Soviet Union in favor of secession.

1991-1992: Over the Brink

The “special operation” between Azerbaijani and Soviet 4th Army forces would be known as

“Operation Ring.” On paper, the purpose of this operation was to carry out a passport check in

Nagorno-Karabakh and in the Khanlar and Geranboi districts of Azerbaijan to curb the in-flow of

foreign Armenian fedayin operating within these areas. In the spring and summer of 1991, the

soldiers from the 4th Soviet Army, Azerbaijani OMON and civilian fighters began the

operationalization of the ‘passport regime.’ The method in which this ‘passport regime’ was

carried out was the reason behind the naming of Operating Ring: Soviet 4th Army and OMON

forces would encircle the village, occasionally shell the village if there was armed resistance,

then finally troops would make their way through each house in search of firearms or any sign of
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the fedayin (Human Rights Watch/Helsinki 1992). In most cases homes would be looted and

burnt to the ground, and the Armenian villagers would be coerced into signing documents that

they are willingly leaving (9). Some villages, e.g., Chaikent, were outposts for the fedayin and

the villagers were active in aiding in their fight against Azerbaijan (9). The violence and heavy-

handedness of Operation Ring, despite the occurrence of Armenian resistance and collaboration

with guerrilla fighters, was a clear violation of international law and human rights. The actions of

the Soviet 4th Army and OMON forces can be–and have already been–defined as ethnic

cleansing: the tactics used during this operation are nearly identical to ethnic cleansing

operations later during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War and during ethnic cleansing in future

conflicts (e.g., the Yugoslav Wars). The presence of active fedayin Armenian fighters and their

collaboration with the local population only increases the uncertainty as to the intent of the

Azerbaijani OMON and Soviet forces. Due to this uncertainty, Operation Ring is best labeled as

unpremeditated partial cleansing resulting from intra-state armed conflict.

The effectives of Operation Rings brought about two immediate results. The first of these

being greater sympathy towards the Armenians from the new political elite in Moscow, including

Boris Yeltsin. Operation Ring became a topic of concern in the Russian parliament–most likely

aided by the newly formed collaboration between Yeltsin and the ANM. Russian parliamentarian

deputies traveled to Voskepar, the target of a ‘passport check’ to observe Operation Ring. The

Russian parliamentarian, Anatoly Shabad witnessed the Soviet troops and OMON forces shell

the village of Voskepar after the villagers ignored the initial request to surrender any weapons.

Shabad would facilitate the peaceful withdrawal of the 4th Army and OMON forces after paying

them a large cash-sum (provided by the Armenian Interior Ministry), most likely saving the lives

of the remaining Armenians in the village (de Waal 2003, 118). The testimony from Shabad
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certainly was beneficial for building support for the Armenian and Karabakh Armenian cause

within the Russian parliament.

The second and most critical result of Operation Ring was that the intensity and breadth

of the displacement of Armenians shook the resolve of the established political elite

(nomenklatura) in Nagorno-Karabakh. On 19 June 1991 the Party officials in Nagorno-Karabakh

officially stated they would pursue negotiations with Azerbaijan and cease armed resistance (de

Melander 2001, 70; Waal 2003, 118). Valery Grigorian led the delegation for Nagorno-Karabakh

to negotiate a peaceful resolution to the conflict. Armed clashes continued throughout July 1991,

all while Grigorian and his delegates were holding talks with Moscow and directly with

Azerbaijani authorities in Baku to find a solution to the conflict within the confines of the Soviet

constitution. The delegates for Nagorno-Karabakh have effectively dropped the demand for

immediate secession from Azerbaijan, opting for a peaceful resolution within the Soviet

apparatus. On 10 August 1991 Valery Grigorian was assassinated while taking a walk through

the streets of Stepanakert. Prospects for a peaceful resolution to the war were buried alongside

Valery Grigorian. In interviews with Erik Melander (both in 1999), Georgi Petroysan, a member

of the “National Council” and a member of the delegation sent to Moscow alongside Grigorian,

and Manvel Sarkisyan, a coordinator for Dashnak paramilitaries, acknowledged that Grigorian

was assassinated by a member of an association of radical Armenians seeking to sabotage the

peace negotiations (Melander 2001, 70). The Nagorno-Karabakh peace delegations, headed by

Grigorian and members of the older nomenklatura, were viewed as a non-option for the militant

Armenian nationalists, who were further galvanized by the violence exhibited by Azeri forces

during Operation Ring.
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The end of Operation Ring and the Armenian nationalist sharp rebuke to attempts at

peace negotiations marked the turn in the First Nagorno-Karabakh War towards full-scale armed

conflict. Crucially, all of this was occurring within the contexts of even greater upheavals in

Moscow, and for the Soviet Union as a whole. A brief coup d’état attempt occurred on 19

August 1991 by hardliners within the Soviet Union’s top authority, replacing Gorbachev with the

State Committee on the State of Emergency (GKChP). The mere three days that the coup was

enacted was enough to cause disarray on the ground in Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh.

Azerbaijan’s Polyanichko was invigorated by the success of the GKChP, since the supplanting of

Gorbachev’s authority with the GKChP signaled further support for his security apparatus over

Nagorno-Karabakh. The enthusiasm was cut short by the end of the coup and restoration of

Gorbachev (but de facto empowerment of Yeltsin) was the final straw for Polyanichko. The

Organizing Committee was hallowed out when Polyanichko and many of the leading officers left

Azerbaijan, allowing for Armenia to seize the moment. Armenia would take advantage of the

disarray caused by the August Coup and the momentum they generated during these weeks

would carry them till the negotiation for cease fire in 1994. Armenian nationalists were also

taking advantage of the rapidly deteriorating situation in the Soviet Union: Levon Ter-Petrosian

was elected president of Armenia on 16 October 1991 and ten members from the original

Karabakh Committee found themselves in authoritative roles within the new Armenian

government (de Waal 2003, 161).

Azerbaijan was impacted significantly by the absence of Polyanichko and the greatly

neutered 4th Soviet Army that found itself without clear orders during the late-August period.

This situation was even more dire domestically: the Azerbaijani Ministry of Defense (established

in October 1991) was staffed by roughly one hundred individuals, a situation resulting from the
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routine discrimination against Muslims in the recruitment process by the Soviet authorities (de

Waal 2003, 163). This resulted in near-complete dislocation between military authorities in Baku

and the armed formations actively fighting in Nagorno-Karabakh. Armenian fighters, on the

contrary, were being ‘gifted’ highly prized Soviet arms. Soviet officers that were partial to the

Armenians were offering heavy weaponry and armed vehicles for vodka or money (Interview

with Horton 2001, as cited in de Waal 2003, 167). A significant contribution to the Armenian

armed forces was the 366th Motorized Regiment of the Russian Army. Armenian armed forces,

in collaboration with the remaining 366th Motorized Regiment would initiate the next episode of

ethnic cleansing during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War.

The Armenian offensive began in February 1992 and Khojaly was the first target. The city was

situated close to Stepanakert and was strategically located next to the region’s airport. Not only

was the city strategically vital for the Armenians, but it was also almost entirely populated by

Azeris, most of whom settled there by request of the Azerbaijani government in 1991. The

offensive began during the frigid night of 25-26 February. Armenian forces and the 366th

Motorized Regiment surrounded the city on three side, leaving one for the beleaguered Azeris to

flee. Those fleeing Khojaly to the nearby village of Nakhichevanik were ambushed by Armenian

fighters, who opened fired on the Azeris. A resident of Khojaly gave a statement to Human

Rights Watch/Helsinki investigators, stating that “By the time we got to Nakhichevanik it was

9:00 A.M. There was a field and there were many people who had been killed” (1992, 22). The

exact number of those murdered is unknown; 200 Azeri causalities is a widely accepted figure,

but the upward bound of the estimate lies around 1,000 (Human Rights Watch/Helsinki 1994, 6).

The Armenian armed forces, now without the direct assistance of the 366th Motorized Regiment
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(but with the hardware they left behind when ordered to Georgia), moved to neutralize the Azeri

threat stemming from Shusha. The GRAD missiles positioned in Shusha were increasingly

menacing Stepanakert, and on 10 May 1992 the Armenian forces overwhelmed the Azeri

defenders. Now with the GRAD missile threat from Shusha neutralized and the Azeris left

without any strategic positioning in the region, the Armenian forces focused their efforts on the

Lachin corridor in the southwest of Nagorno-Karabakh–a valuable linkage with Armenia proper.

The Azeri forces in Lachin were forced out within the week; on 18 May 1992 Armenian forces

established a supply route from Armenia to Nagorno-Karabakh.

The success of the Armenian offensive was short lived. Many fedayin fighters made their

way back to Armenia, and the Karabakh Armenian forces were largely stationed in the south,

consolidating the newly gained territory. The rapidity in which the Azerbaijani Ministry of

Defense was able to recover from the disastrous last weeks took the Armenians by surprise.

Azerbaijani armed vehicles, operated by Russian fighters, led the counter-offensive in the north

of Nagorno-Karabakh on the 12th of June 1992. The Azerbaijani Ministry of Defense had

apparently made deals with the 4th Soviet Army and the Russian military to acquire the

abandoned heavy equipment and receive aid in the form of Russian operators (Goltz 1993, 102).

The rekindled Azerbaijani counter-offensive was aided by the domestic stability brought by the

election of Abulfaz Elchibey (a APF politician) as president.

The Azerbaijani counter-offensive, despite initially gaining the upper hand, was cut-short

by Russian assistance to Armenia, adding a layer of confusion to the already muddled conflict

(Anonymous Russian official interview, as cited in de Waal 2003, 196). Russian support, in the

form of weapon shipments beginning in August 1992, to Armenia helped rebalance the conflict,

which had become more asymmetrical due to Azerbaijan breaking with the Tashkent agreement
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and taking more Soviet heavy equipment than was allowed–a transgression that the Azerbaijani

Foreign Ministry admitted to in November 1993 (de Waal 2003, 199). Personal assurances of

weapon shipments from Russia would not be enough to reshape the trajectory of the war, and on

15 August 1992 a new State Defense Committee was formed in Nagorno-Karabakh, led by

Robert Kocharian, requiring the entire male population of military-age in Nagorno-Karabakh to

enlist to the armed forces.

1993-1994: The Deluge before the Freeze

The Azerbaijani counter-offensive made rapid progress but came to a halt in October 1992. By

this point both states were reeling from the consequences of the conflict. Armenia was facing the

Azerbaijan-led blockade on their states, making even the simplest aspects of surviving incredibly

difficult: food shortages and the over-reliance on import goods put significant stress on the

Armenian people, which was only made worse when Turkey joined Azerbaijan in closing their

borders to Armenia. Despite these hardships, the Armenians begin mustering yet another

counter-offensive. One target of the Armenian counter-offensive was the Kelbajar region of

Azerbaijan. This region was meant to be defended by Surat Husseinov and his forces, but they

were nowhere to be found. Husseinov, a former manager of a textile factory, had privately

funded his forces, which were incorporated into the Azerbaijani armed forces (Cornell 2001, 84).

When he was relieved of his position due to the failure to defend Kelbajar, the forces under

Husseinov’s command remained loyal to him, rather than the Azerbaijani government. The

success in Kelbajar was a controversial one for Armenia. The international community

condemned the Republic of Armenia for fighting inside Azerbaijani territory. President of
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Armenia, Ter-Petrosian, heeding the warnings from the international community, worked

towards convincing the Karabakh Armenians to accept a Russian, American, and Turkish

sponsored peace plan, which would entail the return of Kelbajar to Azerbaijan. Karabakh

Armenians agreed to a cease-fire but seeing the domestic unraveling in Azerbaijan–the relieving

of Husseinov and waning support for Elchibey’s leadership–was too much for the fearsomely

militant Karabakh Armenians.

The cease-fire was broken by Karabakh Armenian forces, who at this point had become a

“little Sparta”, and were making their way towards Agdere/Mardakert, in northern Nagorno-

Karabakh (de Waal 2003, 227). Agdere/Mardakert was captured on 27 June 1993. Karabakh

Armenian forced then turned south towards the flatlands near the city of Aghdam, which was

captured nearly a month later with little resistance from the Azeri population. The offensive

continued south towards the Azerbaijani cities of Fizuli and Jebrail. These cities were taken by

mid-August 1993.

The devastation from the Karabakh Armenian offensive was immense. Human Rights

Watch/Helsinki reports that in Kelbajar region there had been roughly 60,000 inhabitants, mostly

Azeris and Kurds (1994, 14). The Karabakh Armenians had forcibly displaced all inhabitants

within a week, many of whom were forced to flee north into the mountains with very little in

terms of personal belongings or warm clothing. Many civilians attempting to flee were

indiscriminately shot at by Karabakh Armenian forces. The seizure and cleansing of Aghdam, a

city of 50,000 people, followed a similar pattern. The city was encircled, and the surrounding

villages systematically looted and burned. The civilian population fled amid the chaos and the

destruction of their homes. As noted by an OSCE Minsk Group diplomat, any claims that the

destruction was the result of a lack of discipline was undermined by the scene on-the-ground: the
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highly systematic nature of the destruction and rigid hierarchy within the Karabakh Armenian

military points to the actions being carried out with clear intent and were directed by orders from

top officials within the military (Human Rights Watch/Helsinki 1994, 48). The next targets,

Fizuli and Jebrail (along with the surrounding villages), resulted in even larger forced

displacement of civilians. Between Fizuli, Jebrail and the surrounding villages, there was

roughly 300,000 civilians, with nearly all 300,000 being forcibly expelled southwards to the

Iranian border. By the end of the offensive, nearly 500,000 Azeri civilians had been forcibly

displaced (Human Rights Watch/Helsinki 1994, 79).

At the end of September 1993 another cease-fire had been negotiated, offering a brief

reprieve for the Azerbaijani forces who were still recovering from the rapid pace of the Karabakh

Armenian offensive. On 3 October 1993, Heydar Aliyev was elected president of Azerbaijan and

began his criticism of how Azerbaijan’s generals had been fighting the war. After one week of

Aliyev being president, and with a brief respite for the people of Armenia, Nagorno-Karabakh,

and Azerbaijan, the war erupted once again after the breaking of the cease-fire (de Waal 2003,

227). This last stage in the conflict, from October 1993 to May 1994 was the first instance of

full-scale warfare strictly between armed combatants; the war was being fought in the territory

that was recently cleansed by Karabakh Armenian forces. The attempts by Azerbaijan to regain

lost territory, despite their large numbers, was unsuccessful and thousands of Azeri soldiers were

killed fighting in the mountains. Both sides had fought to exhaustion and were eager to bring an

end to the armed conflict. Armenia was faced with a crippled domestic war-time economy,

which was exacerbated by the blockade; furthermore, Ter-Petronian was facing continued

international backlash for the aggressive offensive campaigns led by the Karabakh Armenians. In

Azerbaijan, the nation was facing seemingly continued domestic upheaval and serious military
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defeats in its borderlands. A final cease-fire was agreed up on 12 May 1994, ending the First

Nagorno-Karabakh War.

Results

I will first re-introduce what I intend to contribute to Michael Mann’s theorization of ethnic

cleansing. As stated above, Mann conceptualizes ethnic cleansing as a phenomenon that is

unique to the twentieth-century–not because it first occurred in the twentieth-century but because

ethnic cleansing became the modus operandi for numerous recently independent nation-states

during this period. Mann argues that “murderous ethnic cleansing” (in the forms described in the

sub-section “Definition of Ethnic Cleansing”) occurred so often during this period because the

notion of the demos, who the nation-state is for, was rooted in an ethno-nationalist interpretation.

The political elite of these emerging states wanted to forge a democratic political system, but the

democracy would not be for the people, instead it would be for their people. When this ethno-

nationalist interpretation of democratic ideals was combined with territorial disputes, the practice

of ethnic cleansing became commonplace. Political elites weaponize the rhetoric surrounding

territoriality and identity, denouncing the out-group as a threat to the state. In many cases,

historical instances of animosity, which were often forgotten as long-past events, would

resurface in public dialogue and take on heightened levels of saliency. Different ethnic groups

that once lived in harmony would find themselves isolated from their neighbors, and the

differences that once generated conversation or cultural diversity now wrought suspicion. When

tensions are highest, and the political elite radicalized to the point of self-destruction, the stage is
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set for a push towards “the brink” of ethnic cleansing. According to Mann, the weaker state (the

focus of this study) will approach the brink of ethnic cleansing and attempt to violently displace

the ethnic group residing in their territory when they believe that a stronger actor, typically of the

same ethnic identity, but separated for a variety of reasons, will come to their aid militarily. I

argue that a patron-client model will allow for researchers to better examine how the relationship

between the weaker state and the stronger ally contributes to the onset of ethnic cleansing.

The Russo-Armenian clientelist relationship during the period of study, the First

Nagorno-Karabakh War, is, in the last analysis, obscured by the subversion of Russian

nationalist interests towards that of the interests of the Soviet Union. It was only until the latter

half of the conflict, when the Soviet Union was in the process of dissolution, that a Russo-

Armenian clientelist relationship was rekindled; however, the geopolitical interests of the

Russian state undermined any symmetry or affectivity in the relationship, and Russian began to

take on the role as conflict expeditor as both warring parties are being armed primarily by

Russian weapon sales.

The Russo-Armenian relationship that was formed in the early nineteenth-century was

undermined by the creation of the Soviet Union and the dramatic change in the ideological

trajectory the Union dictated for Russian political elite. Petitions and political pressure from the

Armenian SRR to Moscow for the reunification with the Nagorno-Karabakh (then an

autonomous oblast in the Azerbaijani SSR) was met with repeated rejections, and in the most

extreme case the assassination of the First Secretary of the Armenian SSR, Aghasi Khanjian. The

glasnost and perestroika period offered Armenians the possibility to voice their dissent and take

a more active role in the domestic politics of the Soviet Union, which had been undergoing

stagnation in various forms. When the Karabakh movement began to gain significant traction
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within Armenia and with the Armenian political elite–the Karabakh Committee–such movements

were met with suspicion and condemnation within the Central Committee in Moscow.

Gorbachev, during a special session to confront the growing nationalist movements across the

Union’s periphery, bluntly stated: “Soviet patriotism is the greatest of our values. Any

manifestations of nationalism and chauvinism are incompatible with it” (The New York Times

February 1988, as cited in Libaridian 1988, 66).

Contradictions, however, were arising regarding individual members of the Politburo’s

opinion on the possibility of negotiating a reunification of Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh

within the framework of perestroika, thus emboldening the radicals within Armenia’s political

elite and the Karabakh Armenians closely following the political developments. The public

statements made by the chief economic advisor to Gorbachev, Abel Aganbekian, helped rally the

Armenian population into believing that the Central Committee in Moscow was supporting their

cause. This was far from the case; in fact, during a meeting of the Soviet parliament in Moscow,

on 18 July 1988, Gorbachev could share only criticism for the Armenian delegates, stating that

“…today’s Presidium meeting saw more self-criticism on the part of the Azerbaijanis and less on

the part of Armenia’s representatives” and even went so far as to accuse the Armenians of

attempting to undermine any potential changes perestroika could achieve (Malkasian 1996, 116).

At no point during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War did the political elite in Moscow (either

during the Soviet era or in the newly formed Russian Federation) contribute to the ideological or

political legitimacy of Armenian claims to Nagorno-Karabakh. In fact, Russia took an active role

in fostering cease-fires, as well as a peace plan alongside Turkey and the United States (Cornell

2001, 85). Overt support for Armenia during a time when the small republic was coming under

increasing scrutiny from the United Nations would have been too much for Yeltin’s government,
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which was in the process of deepening ties with the United States and pan-European security

organizations.

Russian military support for Armenia is difficult to assert with certainty. Thomas Goltz

wrote when discussing the potential Russian assistance to Armenia during the First Nagorno-

Karabakh War, “finding a smoking gun is difficult, though there are bullet casings lying all

around” (1993, 100). The quote sums of the situation succinctly. There are numerous instances

where it appears that Russia is playing a hand in militarily aiding Armenia, but such instances

are shrouded by layers of plausible deniability. The case of the 366th Motorized Regiment

illustrates this strategic ambiguity well: this Regiment was part of the Soviet army left behind

during the chaotic last days of the Soviet Union, based out of Stepanakert. For reasons unknown,

the personnel that remained in the Regiment took an active role in the commencement of the

Armenian offensive during the first months of 1992. The 366th Motorized Regiment officially

left Nagorno-Karabakh after taking part in the mass killing at Khojaly but abandoned their

equipment in a manner highly conducive to allowing the Armenian and Karabakh Armenian

militaries to acquire the remnants. What is more suspicious are the six Spetsnaz soldiers that

were taken hostage by Azerbaijan in the spring of 1992. These Spetsnaz were given a deal to

operate within Nagorno-Karabakh destroying Azerbaijani mechanized infantry units, and by

doing so they would not be charged as deserters, but merely reassigned (Goltz 1993, 102). The

most prominent and confirmed instance of Russia aiding Armenia militarily was in 1992, when

Levon Ter-Petronian was able to leverage Russian president Boris Yeltin’s favorability towards

the Armenians for the shipment of heavy weaponry, since Armenia was at a disadvantage due to

Azerbaijan’s reneging on the terms of the previous deal for dispersing old Soviet arms.
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Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia had the strongest and most well-developed clientelist

relationship (see section “Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh: Miatsum!”). Armenia was the most

prolific supporter of Nagorno-Karabakh’s independence, which is not surprising given the

history between the two actors. In many cases, some may argue the only difference between

Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh is technical: they are two separate political entities, but

historical, culturally, religiously, and linguistically they are the same. Armenia always has been

supportive and active in voicing their wish to reunite the two political bodies together; however,

it was during the glasnost period of the Soviet Union that Armenia took a firm stance, as the

opportunity had arisen due to the historical circumstances. From 1987, Armenia provided

Nagorno-Karabakh with political and ideological legitimacy, and was been the key actor in

setting the stage for Karabakh Armenians to reshape their notion of who Nagorno-Karabakh is

for.

Armenian political elite (some of whom were born in Nagorno-Karabakh) began a

concerted campaign for the reunification of Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia in March 1987. The

August 1987 petition, which is suspected to have been written by Suren Ayvazyan, was signed

by Armenians and Karabakh Armenians alike, an effective show of solidarity. In October 1987

the protests in Yerevan, against the discrimination of Armenians in Chardakhlu, shifted into a

pro-unification rally. By the end of 1987, the voices supporting Nagorno-Karabakh’s unification

with Armenia became more prominent in terms of seniority, and more explicit in their view of

who Nagorno-Karabakh should be for. When speaking of the need for reunification of Armenia

and Nagorno-Karabakh, Zori Balayan made the following statement: “…You see the land of our

historic fatherland [Nagorno-Karabakh] continues to remain occupied…” (Hye Gyank December

1987 to February 1988, as cited in Libaridian 1988, 72). Armenian nationalists, including the
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Karabakh Committee were also active in orchestrating demonstrations that informed the

Armenians in Yerevan to the situation in Nagorno-Karabakh–the “occupation” of Nagorno-

Karabakh. The demonstration in Yerevan and Stepanakert were too large and too many

Armenian political elites had recently made statements regarding Nagorno-Karabakh for the

Karabakh Committee to have no part (CIA FOIA 1988b, 20). The statement made by one of the

organizers of the February protests, Igor Muradian, sheds further light on how Armenian

political elite viewed the Azeris living in Nagorno-Karabakh. Muradian stated: “[On whether

Azeri’s opinion will be considered when discussing the fate of Nagorno-Karabakh] We weren’t

interested in their fate and we’re not interested now” (de Waal 2003, 21).

The political support from Armenia for Nagorno-Karabakh did not faulter throughout the

entire period of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War. The political support was bolstered by the

continued military support being sent to the region. Beginning in 1987, small arms were being

smuggled into Nagorno-Karabakh, and the degree of military aid would escalate in the following

years. Armenian fighters, or fedayin, were being sent to Nagorno-Karabakh, and regular forces

from Armenia’s army were a constant presence in Nagorno-Karabakh during the 1992-1994

period of the war. According to Mann’s theory, if the weaker state believes that military aid will

be forthcoming, they will escalate their action and attempt to cleanse the territory in question to

fit their perceived demos. In the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, there could exist no question as to

the assurances of military support from Armenia. What Mann does not include in the

theorization is the ideological support for the weaker state, which can be just as important,

especially when it comes to building the mental conceptions of the demos. The tacit and overt

ideological support for Nagorno-Karabakh from the Armenian elite was heavily inclined towards

an exclusive conceptualization regarding who Nagorno-Karabakh was for. Balayan labelled the
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Azeri’s as occupiers and Muradian was forthright in expressing the total disinterest and

unwillingness to consider the Azeri’s in Nagorno-Karabakh. It is no surprise that after the

July/August 1991 peace talks were violently sabotaged by Armenian radicals, and Armenia had

therefore signaled its commitment to a war over Nagorno-Karabakh, that the next major military

venture for Armenia and Karabakh Armenians was the expulsion of Azeris from villages and

cities, resulting in roughly 500,000 displaced persons.

The Azerbaijan-Turkish angle to the First Nagorno-Karabakh War did not offer any

substantive contributions to the development of Mann’s theorization of ethnic cleansing for two

reasons. Firstly, as stated in the above section “Turkey and Azerbaijan: “‘One Nation, Two

States’”, the clientelist relationship between Turkey and Azerbaijan did not come to fruition.

While it is certain that the two states shared some affinity for each other due to their shared

ethnic, cultural, and religious background, the series of historical contingencies preceding and

during the conflict resulted in the Azerbaijani SSR having a more development strategic

partnership with the Soviet Union and authorities in Moscow, than with Turkey. Furthermore,

Turkey was not in a position, for a multitude of reasons, to take on the role as patron to

Azerbaijan.

For much of the conflict, Azerbaijan had been a conservative member of the Soviet

Union, backing the Central Committee and Politburo in Moscow when issues over the diffusion

of nationalist ideologies was the subject of debate between the various Soviet republics. The

most obvious answer for this continued support was that Azerbaijan was gaining significant

political support from Moscow for their loyalty, and therefore the Central Committee would keep

steady with their instance for the continuation of the status quo regarding the issue of Nagorno-

Karabakh. As previously mentioned, the Central Committee in Moscow, especially Gorbachev,
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was becoming increasingly irate with the Armenian delegation and their instance to their

nationalist, irredentist claims. The Azerbaijani SSR support for the continuation of the Soviet

Union during the drafting of the New Union Treaty further signified to Moscow that Azerbaijan

was a valuable ally–as long as the fate of Nagorno-Karabakh is contested.

The dissolution of the Soviet Union and rapid announcement of independence from

Azerbaijan was a loss for Moscow and Russo-Azeri political relations suffered as a result. The

election of Abulfaz Elchibey, who sought for a greater strategic partnership with Turkey, only

worsened relations. Having Azerbaijan slip from Russia’s sphere of influence was unthinkable,

especially given the economic and geostrategic significance of the newly independent state. The

change of leadership in Azerbaijan from Elchibey to Huseyn Aliyev (most likely aided by covert

Russian interference) marked a shift in Azerbaijan’s foreign policy towards its neighboring

regional powers. Under Aliyev, Azerbaijan shifted course and improved relations with Russia,

which included becoming a CIS member and included more Russian oil companies in the

involvement of Caspian Basin oil and natural gas projects (Gül 2008, 57).

The second reason for the Turkish-Azeri case to challenge the assumptions set by Mann’s

theory and this paper’s proposed addition is that Turkey played no role in the single episode of

partial ethnic cleansing conducted by Azerbaijan. Instead, it was the Central Committee in

Moscow that had given the approval for Operation Ring and had also approved of the use of the

4th Soviet Army to accompany the Azerbaijani OMON forces for the enforcement of the

“passport regime.” The episode of partial ethnic cleansing conducted by Azerbaijan, in

collaboration with the 4th Soviet Army, does not fit within the theoretical bounds of Mann’s

theory (nor my proposed addition of the role of patron-client relations) due to the extent of the

cleansing operation itself (or lack thereof). There is no doubt that the Azerbaijani OMON force
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and 4th Soviet Army had committed violations of the international laws of war and human rights;

however, the operation itself does not appear to fit the definition for a case of “murderous ethnic

cleansing.”

Conclusion

The case of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War demonstrates, in the last analysis, the role of

patron-client relations and how such relations positively impact the onset of ethnic cleansing.

The goal of this paper was to build upon the theorization of ethnic cleansing by Michael Mann,

which argued that the processes of democratization at the end of the twentieth-century is the

driving force behind ethnic cleansing onset. It was during this period that numerous states, which

were previously authoritarian or part of a larger political system (e.g., the Soviet Union), began

to transition towards democracy. Problematically, however, the democratic ideals adopted or

weaponized by the political elite in these transitioning states hinged upon the exclusion of the

other. Thus, when states adopt this ethnonationalist interpretation of democratic ideals and later

are engaged in an armed conflict over a territory that is shared by two (or more) ethnic groups

from another state, the likely outcome is some form of “murderous ethnic cleansing.” Mann sets

a clear causality in his original argument, including the descent to ethnic cleansing for both the

weaker and stronger state. The purpose of this paper was to build upon this point in the causal

chain.

I argue that the patron-client model in international relations can be used and

incorporated into Mann’s theorization of ethnic cleansing; specifically, the factors that push a
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weaker state “over the brink” and into the danger zone of ethnic cleansing. The patron-client

model is a relevant and useful model for building upon Mann’s theory because it does not alter in

any significant way the original theorization but adds greater depth to the understanding of both

how and why a weaker state would engage in armed conflict and escalate their violence to that of

ethnic cleansing. The patron-client model accounts for what Mann initially stated was the sole

propelling factor for a weaker state to go “over the brink”, namely the perception that military

aid would be forthcoming from an outside state. The patron-client model is useful for analyzing

the various factors and implications behind the out-of-state military aid, and it is also useful for

analyzing the process by which the ideation of the democratic principles is weaponized by the

political elite. Furthermore, the incorporation of the patron-client model with Mann’s theory

provides a more in-depth conceptualization to the role of political and ideological support from

outside states and how this perpetuates the radicalization of the political elite.

The patron-client relations between Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh demonstrates the

value for going beyond the singular, military-aid analysis for why a nation would go “over the

brink” and commit to a policy of ethnic cleansing. The Armenian pollical elite and intelligentsia

were strident supporters of reunification with Nagorno-Karabakh since the early days of the

Soviet Union. This support had been silenced for much of the Soviet era. The period of

perestroika and glasnost offered Armenian and Karabakh Armenian elites an outlet for their

grievances, and they quickly adopted a unified approach–the Karabakh Committee–to mobilizing

support within the Armenian community and within some members of the Central Committee

and Politburo in Moscow. The explicit conceptualizations of Nagorno-Karabakh as belong with

Armenia and for Armenians by the Karabakh Committee and their commitment to a violent

struggle for Nagorno-Karabakh was the principal driving-force pushing Nagorno-Karabakh
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“over the brink.” As this driving force of exclusionary ethno-nationalism gained momentum, so

did popular support for such policies. Soon, the Armenian and Karabakh Armenian constituents

acted to propagate the political agenda that the Karabakh Committee started, withdrawing

support for politicians that did not take a hardline stance on Nagorno-Karabakh. The sub-case of

Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh corroborates the argument set forth in this paper: the existence

and continuation of a patron-client relation between one or more belligerents in the armed

conflict contributed to the onset of ethnic cleansing due to the patron state providing the weaker,

client state the military support and ideological legitimacy.

Each instance of ethnic cleansing and patron-client relations, however, did not

corroborate with the argument posited in this paper. The patron-client relation between Russia

and Armenia did not influence the onset of ethnic cleansing as suspected, as Russia was

operating with a different set of goals and constraints, and thus the support to Armenia was less

than expected, realized only through covert military support during the later stage of the conflict.

A patron-client relationship between Turkey and Azerbaijan, as hypothesized, did not occur, as

Azerbaijan received military aid from Russia and, in the same instance, Turkey was restrained by

domestic and international factors and thus was not able to foster a truly clientelist relation.

These two sub-cases fell-short in the final analysis, but do not negate the validity of

incorporating the patron-client model into a theorization of ethnic cleansing, including Mann’s.

What is required is further testing through comparative case studies, with better controls for

endo- and exogenous shocks to the case in study. Some cases that would be of interest for future

research on the role of clientelism and ethnic cleansing include: the Indonesian invasion of East

Timor, the expulsion of Kosovar Serbs from Kosovo, and the ethnic cleansing of Palestinians by

Israel. Each of these cases fall within the criteria for study: governments in the process of
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democratization or undergoing shifts to the mode of governance, the existence of a patron-client

relationship, and the presence of armed conflict which escalates to ethnic cleansing.
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