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From “frozen conflict” to enduring rivalry: reassessing the
Nagorny Karabakh conflict

Laurence Broers*

Centre for the Contemporary Central Asia and Caucasus, School of Oriental and African Studies,
London, UK

(Received 14 August 2014; accepted 31 December 2014)

This article draws on international relations theory to attempt a reframing of the
Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict in Nagorny Karabakh as an enduring rivalry (ER): a
particular kind of interstate conflict known for its longevity and stability. The article
begins by identifying a number of conceptual deficits circulating around this conflict,
notably the notion that it is a “frozen conflict,” before introducing the ER framework
and its analytical dividends for this case. Different layers of the ER between Armenia
and Azerbaijan are then explored at systemic, interstate, domestic, decision-maker,
and temporal levels, with a view more toward identifying directions for future
research than conclusive findings. Among the article’s tentative conclusions are the
primacy of endogenous over exogenous factors in explaining the durability of
the rivalry between Armenia and Azerbaijan, the impacts of the passage of time on
the human and physical geography of the territory under dispute, and the
convergence of conflict dynamics across disparate levels.
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Introduction

The Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict in Nagorny Karabakh1 (NK) was the first of several
territorial conflicts that emerged in the Soviet Union’s twilight years, and the most instru-
mental in contributing to the Soviet downfall. Compared to others in its cohort, the Kara-
bakh conflict featured a wider scope and variety of violence, encompassing communal
violence and pogroms in 1988–1990; a small-scale Soviet civil war involving opposed
army and irregular units in 1991; an all-out war between two newly established sovereign
states in 1992–1994; the massive forced displacement of hundreds of thousands of refugees
and internally displaced persons; and the extensive occupation of territories far beyond
those originally under dispute. It was also unique as the only scenario where direct rule
from Moscow was instituted in 1988–1989 as a solution to the problem. This ultimately
unsuccessful experiment in higher level jurisdiction served only to refract across the
Union the center’s inability to manage the dispute. An estimated 25,000 people lost their
lives and over a million Azerbaijanis, Armenians, Muslim Kurds, and others permanently
lost their homes. Two closed borders ensuing from the Karabakh war, one winding between
Armenia and Armenian-controlled territories and Azerbaijan, and the other between
Armenia and Turkey, slice across the South Caucasus and preclude its emergence as a
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coherent regional space. One recent analysis concludes that the Armenian–Azerbaijani con-
flict is indeed “the Gordian knot preventing the transformation of this region” (Oskanian
2013, 104).

The extent to which the Karabakh conflict has subsequently receded from the public eye
and the focus of research on Eurasian conflicts is therefore surprising. This can be partially
explained by the lack of headline news – of either renewed war or a breakthrough in nego-
tiations.2 Other conflicts in the neighborhood have repeatedly overshadowed it: the
Chechen wars in the 1990s, the August War in South Ossetia in 2008, and the events of
2014 in Crimea and eastern Ukraine. By contrast, the 20-year peace process mediated by
the Minsk Group of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)
has generally failed to make news (or indeed seek publicity). Since its inception in 1992,
this process has produced five different peace proposals and while reportedly achieving sig-
nificant progress in the late 1990s and a near miss in 2001 (at Key West), it is often seen as
being too top-down to generate sufficient legitimacy for controversial outcomes (Freizer
2014).

The receding of the Karabakh conflict’s salience can be further explained by three
widely circulating conceptual deficits. The first is the inscription of stability into percep-
tions of the conflict, by deploying a semantics of suspension, stasis, and abeyance when
referring to it. This trend is especially salient among international policy-makers, although
it also penetrates academic analysis, reflected in the ubiquity of the terms “frozen conflict,”
and the similar “no war, no peace.” Although Morar (2010) and others have usefully
unpacked the problems associated with this terminology, it remains popular;3 its resilience
can perhaps be explained by its convenience. Analytically, however, “frozen conflict” is an
oxymoron that creates a blind spot between “freezing point” and “boiling over.” This is
what allows small wars, in Ronald Asmus’s formulation, to “shock the world,” after it
has failed to recognize dynamism in situations it has been conditioned to regard as
frozen (Asmus 2010). Intentionally or otherwise, the semantics of suspension emphasize
the anachronism, manageability, and, ultimately, irrelevance of the Karabakh conflict.

A second deficit is the tendency among area studies specialists to research the NK con-
flict in terms of its typological affinity with the other conflicts in the vicinity, namely those
in Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Chechnya. It is of course useful and legitimate to situate
the NK conflict within this wider cohort of conflicts, especially for questions related to
onset and process, and several fine studies have done so (Walker 1998; Zürcher 2007; Che-
terian 2008; Souleimanov 2013).4 However, this retrospective lens unfortunately empha-
sizes 1990s commonalities rather than 2014 differences. This is important because in
terms of the balance of power between belligerents, sustainability at the interstate level
and the deployment and scale of armed forces on the ground, the Karabakh conflict
today offers a very different picture from other Eurasian conflicts of its generation.

Third, there is the growing tendency over the last decade to link South Caucasus con-
flicts to great power geopolitics in a “new Great Game.” Although geopolitical analysis has
always been present in works on the Karabakh conflict (Croissant 1998), its ever-growing
salience over the last decade poses problems. First, as Souleimanov (2013, 2–3) and others
have argued, South Caucasus conflicts long preceded the interactions of great powers, gen-
erating a causal cart and horse problem. Second, overemphasis on geopolitics is fundamen-
tally disempowering of societies in the region. This is a less appealing aspect of
“geopolitical peace,” that is, the notion that peace will only be possible when great
powers align.5 This chimerical, and in any case demonstrably false, idea may be contrasted
with the “state-society peace,” that is, emphasis on the centrality of political modernization,
participatory politics, and democratization to the long-term settlement of conflict. A

Nationalities Papers 557



sustained body of policy-oriented literature produced by local and international peace-
building organizations has over the last decade increasingly highlighted the importance
of the “state-society peace:” through a focus on elite–society relationships (Conciliation
Resources 2005), the potential of a democracy–conflict transformation nexus, the cost of
unresolved conflict for the modernization of society (Federal Foreign Office 2009;
Alieva 2013), and the capacity of civil society activism to impact community security
and conflict dynamics (Saferworld 2012; International Alert 2013). This literature does
not underestimate the problems confronting resolution of the Armenian–Azerbaijani con-
flict, but proposes that transformation in methods and approaches is a pre-requisite to
achieving it.

In charting these three deficits, my aim is not simplistic criticism. My point is more that
collectively, like the circles of a Venn diagram that fail to meet in the center, these ten-
dencies delimit an analytical void around the Karabakh conflict today. The dimensions
of this void may be understood through two fundamental and related questions. First,
why has this conflict proved so resistant to resolution? How can we conceptualize its resi-
lience as an active process, a result of purposive agency and action, rather than as an
absence of war, a conveniently “frozen conflict” or a result of over-determining geopolitics?
Second, in what ways has the conflict changed over the intervening 20 years? What are the
sustaining mechanisms and practices by which the conflict continues today, as opposed to
its initial causes? How has the arc of causality evolved? The posing of these two questions
in itself invites a third: how does the answer to the second question relate to that of the first?
In other words, what is it in the way that the conflict has evolved over time that contributes
to its intractability?

This article attempts to open up new ways of answering these questions. In so doing, I
stress the exploratory and scoping nature of the discussion here: many of my claims are
speculative, conjectural, and in need of further empirical elucidation, and I ask more ques-
tions than I answer. The article proceeds by summarizing the situation on the ground today.
I then propose a new framing of this conflict drawing on international relations theory,
before exploring applications of this framing to different layers of the conflict. I also ident-
ify a number of directions for future research.

The Karabakh conflict today

Summarizing more complex debates, I present here a brief survey of the conflict parties’
positions today.6 From an Azerbaijani perspective, NK is the unfinished business of the
Soviet collapse in 1991 and the re-emergence of an independent Azerbaijani republic.
Regaining jurisdiction over NK and the surrounding territories is a foundational moment
of contemporary Azerbaijani identity, without which this identity – and Azerbaijani state-
hood – will remain incomplete. Azerbaijan defines the conflict as an irredentist one and its
quarrel is with Armenia, not the Armenians of NK, who are parsed in Azerbaijani thinking
as one of two equal communities in NK, alongside Karabakh Azeris. Azerbaijan has borne
the cost of a massive humanitarian disaster in the form of hundreds of thousands of dis-
placed persons from NK and the adjacent occupied territories, as well as refugees from
Armenia. Furthermore, under a consistent stream of criticism regarding its human rights
record, the Karabakh conflict is a rare and emblematic moment where international legal
opinion and the claims of the Aliyev government are congruent.

From an Armenian perspective, the self-determination of NK as an entity separate from
Azerbaijan finally rectified, through popular will, the injustice of decisions taken by totali-
tarians in the 1920s, of which there can be no rehabilitation. Karabakh is part of the
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Armenian heartland and, it is argued, ceding it to Azerbaijan would risk a second annihil-
ation of an Armenian population in their historical homeland. Communal and republican-
level violence against Armenian communities in Soviet Azerbaijan in 1988–1991, resulting
in their mass expulsion, are popularly cited to attest to this. Armenians see possession of
Karabakh as a small victory against the larger backdrop of human and territorial losses
in Western Armenia in the early twentieth century; it is part of Hay Dat, the Armenian
national idea uniting Armenians across the globe and a transcendent ideology that cannot
be negotiated. A distinct Karabakh Armenian perspective exists, marked by greater radic-
alism vis-à-vis control over occupied territory beyond Soviet NK. In a tactical concession to
the international disapproval of irredentism, a unificationist discourse has transformed into
one of de facto statehood. The de facto Nagorno-Karabakh Republic is nonetheless depen-
dent on and informally integrated with Armenia.

These positions evolve in the context of a number of dynamic processes, contrasting
sharply with both the sense of obscurity attached to the Karabakh conflict and the sense
of impasse associated with the peace process. The most striking and visible of these pro-
cesses is militarization and accompanying tensions. Military expenditures and arms pro-
curements have become a regular feature of reporting on this conflict, as both Armenia
and Azerbaijan have become importers of substantial quantities of conventional
weapons, and both are reporting efforts to also develop domestic arms production industries
(Holtom 2012). Increased tensions along the 160-mile LOC have accompanied this process
of rearmament, notably in the summer months of 2014 (Broers 2014; Oskanian 2014a).
Although there have always been ceasefire violations, these are more prominently reported
than in the past, and their timing to coincide with important diplomatic initiatives has also
drawn attention (Giragosian 2014a). A third tandem dynamic is the increased public affir-
mations of the conflict and its consequences. In Azerbaijan, this has taken the form of a
number of high-level statements reifying Armenian–Azerbaijani antagonism and securitiz-
ing dialogue. On the Armenian side, one may note the normalization of occupation as a
result of which occupied territory has become routinely referred to as “liberated.” Collec-
tively, militarization, LOC tensions, and the rising temperature of rhetoric have led to
much-increased speculation on the possibility of renewed war – a warning consistently
flagged, for example, by the International Crisis Group (2007, 2011, 2013; see also
Sheets 2012).

Another dynamic process on the ground is Armenia’s accelerating integration with a
Eurasian, rather than European, space. In a process integrally linked to militarization,
Armenia has been solidifying its alliance with Russia, agreeing in 2010 to host the
Russian base at Gyumri until 2044 and in September 2013 to enter the Eurasian
Customs Union, dispensing with two years of intense diplomatic work toward a EU Associ-
ation Agreement (Popescu 2013; Grigoryan 2014). The relative absence of domestic resist-
ance to this decision to close off Armenia’s European path is an indication of the extent to
which the security imperatives created by the conflict take primacy.

Less obvious is a third, underlying dynamic: the sublimation of a multi-tiered conflict
into a single, overriding confrontation between two states. As Huseynov argues (2010, 23–
24), full analysis of the Karabakh conflict as it emerged between 1988 and 1994 requires
engagement with inter-communal, intra-state, and interstate levels. The inter-communal
level describes conflict emerging at the level of local communities in Armenia, Azerbaijan,
and in NK itself. This level of the conflict exhausted itself with mass mutual expulsions,
following pogroms in Sumgait, Baku, Ganja, and other cities in Azerbaijan in 1988–
1990, less well documented yet still evident violence against Azeris in Armenia in
1987–1990 (de Waal 2013, 19–20), and the expulsion of Azeris from NK during the

Nationalities Papers 559



war. By intra-state level, I refer to conflict between Karabakh Armenians and the Azerbai-
jani state, although I acknowledge that in Armenian perspectives this level of the conflict is
made redundant by the discourse of de facto statehood in NK.7 A cumulative trend over the
last 20 years is the submerging of these inter-communal and intra-state layers into a primary
interstate dynamic. A resulting paradox is that resolution of these layers to the conflict,
essential for the legitimacy of any overall peace agreement, has been effectively deferred
until an initial framework agreement is reached. These “lower” layers to the conflict are
now visible primarily in civil society debates on approaches to justice for displaced com-
munities and possible strategies for engagement and the reconfiguration of relations
between Karabakh Armenians and the Azerbaijani state (e.g. Conciliation Resources
2011a, 2011b, 2012).

The enduring rivalry framework

The task, then, is to devise a new conceptualization of the situation, somehow avoiding the
traps outlined at the outset and capable of incorporating the above-mentioned dynamics.
The particular theoretical framework that I propose for this purpose is that of the enduring
rivalry (ER). Now the language of rivalry is already commonly used as a figure of speech to
describe Armenian–Azerbaijani relations, but I am using it here in the more limited and
specific sense associated with the ER literature in international relations. Appearing
implicitly in the 1960s, the concept of ER reached its fullest elaboration in literature pro-
duced primarily by US and Israeli scholars in the 1990s and 2000s, boosted by the termin-
ation of the “mother of all enduring rivalries,” the Cold War. I now offer a brief overview of
the ER concept, before highlighting a number of dividends and problems attending its
deployment for a specific case study.

ER theory was premised on the finding that rather than an equal or random distribution
of wars among states over the last 200 years, the same small minority of states had fought a
wildly disproportionate number of wars, and largely against each other (Maoz and Mor
2002, 3). This finding of repeated and causally recursive conflict between the same set
of belligerents held an obvious empirical importance in addressing the concentration of
warfare in a small minority of states – what Paul Diehl in an interview referred to as the
“career criminals” of the world of interstate war (Weisskopf Bleill 2005–2006). Diehl
and Gary Goertz found that if only 5% of interstate rivalries became “enduring,” these
accounted for an astonishing 49% of all wars between 1816 and 1992 (Diehl and Goertz
2000, 50–61). ERs count among their number some of the most notorious of militarized
competitions: US–USSR, Israel–Arab states, India–Pakistan, and Greece–Turkey. For
Stinnet and Diehl (2001, 718), enduring rivalries are “the most dangerous form of interstate
interaction.” Beyond this empirical relevance, ER theory held out for its advocates the
possibility of overcoming the dichotomy between war (the unit of event-centered analysis)
and peace (conceptualized by default as a non-event, non-war). By shifting the unit of
analysis to rivalry, both the unit of analysis and its termination in peace could be explained
(Diehl and Goertz 2000, 71–76).

Diehl and Goertz (2000) provided perhaps the fullest elaboration of the concept. Dis-
tinguishing between isolated, proto-, and enduring rivalries, and acknowledging the ambi-
guities of a tight definition, they defined ER as a militarized interstate competition lasting
for at least 20 years and involving at least six militarized disputes (44). They found that an
escalatory, or what they call “volcano,”model failed to capture the dynamics of the rivalries
in their dataset. Instead, they proposed the “punctuated equilibrium model,” asserting that
enduring rivalries came into being and ended rapidly, with long intervening periods of stasis
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(132–141). They conceptualized this stasis as coalescing around what they termed a “basic
rivalry level,” a “normal” and extremely stable range of hostile relations between the rivals
(165–167). Somewhat pessimistically, Diehl and Goertz highlighted the role of external
shocks in terminating rivalries. In a contrasting approach, Maoz and Mor defined ER as:
“a persistent, fundamental and long-term incompatibility of goals between two states”
(2002, 4), and took a less structural, more game-theoretic approach to ER, stressing the stra-
tegic interdependence of the rivals and the evolution of successive varieties of supergame.

In a literature developing through the 1990s to the mid-2000s, scholars of ERs explored
a variety of questions associated with the onset, dynamics, and termination of enduring riv-
alries.8 Methodologically, these studies adhered to a strict bifurcation between a majority
trend toward multivariate analysis against a large-n data set of rivalries, and a minority
trend using game theory. By the late 2000s, however, the ER concept appeared to be in
desuetude, which can perhaps be explained by the post-Cold War and especially post-9/
11 salience of intra-state conflict and non-state actors in international conflict. These influ-
enced the study of conflict and security in ways that made ER theory less relevant.9

How can the concept of ER, drawn from a perhaps outmoded tradition in international
relations, be relevant and applicable for the Karabakh conflict today? Some problems need
to be highlighted. ER theory consciously defined itself in opposition to what its advocates
saw as empirically and texturally rich, yet non-theoretical and non-generalizable, case
studies of individual rivalries. ER was conceived more as a set of statistical thresholds
for hypothesis testing in order to isolate and delimit patterns across large datasets; its pro-
ponents were statisticians and game theorists. The elaboration of ER in the literature
remained, therefore, conceptually disembodied, as an abstracted, dyadic, interstate relation-
ship far removed from contextual specificities of history or geography. Can this concept be
taken out of its “natural habitat” in international relations and profitably re-contextualized
for an area studies approach?

I will argue that with a loose application and some adaptation, it can, and that indeed an
ER framework offers considerable new analytical horizons – especially compared with
some of the approaches already mentioned. Caveats notwithstanding, I see the analytical
dividends as being fivefold.10 First, and most straightforwardly, the idea of an ER, or to
use another term in the literature, a “dangerous dyad” (Bremer 1992), explicitly acknowl-
edges the danger inherent in rivalries of this kind. This displaces the convenience and com-
placency inherent in the language of “frozen conflict” without, however, predetermining
future violence – since enduring rivalries can end without war. Second, ER theory explicitly
addresses the interstate dynamics, which, as I have argued, is now the preeminent level of
the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict demanding analysis. It is therefore an interstate theory
of competition that is needed; however, to fully operationalize the concept for a specific
case, some adaptations and additions will be necessary in order to identify rivalry effects
in the domestic sphere, to which I will return below. A third analytical dividend is the
opening up of a whole new set of creative and relevant comparisons: the wider family of
enduring rivalries. Of course, such comparisons need to avoid crude transpositions and
“apples and oranges” problems. Yet, there are numerous striking and intuitive parallels,
between the Armenia–Azerbaijan situation and several noted ER relationships (see
below). Fourth, ER theory offers a reconfiguration of stasis not as an absence of conflict,
but as a dynamic outcome in itself worthy of explanation. Rather than an event-centered
focus on wars, it invites a process-driven focus on different levels through which rivalry
is sustained. This requires a wider analysis of dynamics at multiple levels over the
longer term than only the period immediately preceding the outbreak of actual hostilities.
Investigation of these multiple levels offers analytical openings to interpret the deeper
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long-term social, political, and cognitive processes that actively generate the outcome of
stasis. This offers the prospect of understanding the logic of rivalry at each of these
levels, how they reinforce one another, and, ultimately, how they may be challenged.
Finally, the application of ER theory to the Armenian–Azerbaijani case implies a
number of follow-on hypotheses relating to how enduring rivalries come to an end.

Does the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict fit the definition of an ER? Looking again at
Diehl and Goertz’s definition given above, it is evident that the archetypal ER is very sug-
gestive of the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict today. The conflict has lasted (in different
forms) since 1988, and at an interstate level for 24 years. The stipulation of six militarized
disputes is more contentious; rather than new wars or resumptions of large-scale violence,
the Armenian–Azerbaijani “basic rivalry level” has hardened into consistent low-intensity
violence along the LOC. Yet, if actual militarized disputes may be (thankfully) few, as
noted already, militarization is a dominant feature of contemporary Armenia and Azerbai-
jan, and threats or affirmation of the use of force is a constant in the discourse of their
leaders. There is no doubt that Armenia and Azerbaijan also exhibit another three features
of ERs listed by Maoz and Mor (2002, 5): an outstanding set of unresolved issues, strategic
interdependence, and psychological manifestations of enmity. The pervasiveness of the
antagonism for both states is evident; as Deriglazova and Minasyan note, “the confrontation
defines the content and landmarks for foreign policy and the dynamics of internal social and
political processes” (2011, 45). All in all, the Armenian–Azerbaijani relationship has settled
into a relatively low-intensity, yet deepening, ER.

ERs are notable for the totality of their reach. Although formally conceptualized in
international relations as an interstate level phenomenon, it seems that for contemporary
ERs (as opposed to historical rivalries when some states could act relatively independently
of their populations), it is precisely in the convergence of systemic, interstate, societal, and
decision-maker-level dynamics that an answer to the first question (why has this conflict
proved so resistant to resolution?) can be found. While emphasizing the preliminary
nature of the remarks below, I now examine how these levels might be conceptualized
and empirically illuminated for the Armenian–Azerbaijan case, identifying both factors
embedding rivalry and areas where more research is needed.

The Armenia–Azerbaijan rivalry

System-level factors

Analysis of the roles of system-level factors in enduring rivalries needs to tread a fine line
between an overdeterminism recasting local rivalries as proxy wars, and insufficient
appreciation of how wider systemic configurations cause or sustain rivalries. The promi-
nence of geopolitical discourse as an explanation of South Caucasus conflicts has been
noted above. Great power geopolitics dominates policy debates on the region’s conflicts,
and national elites and their supporting analytical communities actively promote geopolitics
as the primary level of causality. A preoccupation with Russian motives and actions stands
at the center of many accounts of conflict in the South Caucasus, an approach that has see-
mingly only been vindicated by Russia’s interventions in Ukraine in 2014. At its bluntest,
this analysis suggests that Russia drives South Caucasus conflicts and rivalries, which are
only refractions of the real rivalry between Russia and the West. Russian–Western rivalry
can in this account also “explain” the ineffectiveness of the Minsk Group on account of the
conflicting interests of the mediators.

ER theory itself is ambiguous in its treatment of system-level factors. It attributes great
importance to external shocks as contributors to the formation and termination of ERs.

562 L. Broers



Perhaps because the “normal” surrounding geopolitical conditions for any rivalry are so
context-dependent (place matters!), the processual impacts on rivalries of wider geopolitical
configurations are less clear. Yet, analytically, it is clear that there are two questions that are
commonly conflated but which it is necessary to separate: What is the role of external actors
in the onset of a rivalry? And, what is the role of external actors in sustaining a rivalry once
it has begun? With regard to the first question, as already noted, Armenian–Azerbaijani
conflict long preceded the context of geopolitical rivalry in the South Caucasus. Indeed,
the most egregious periods of Armenian–Azerbaijani violence in the twentieth century
(1918–1920, 1988–1994) have occurred at moments of center power collapse. This sup-
ports ER theory’s emphasis on external shocks, as it was precisely this kind of shock,
the collapse of the Russian Empire and then the Soviet Union, that enabled already conten-
tious sets of issues to take center stage in the (re-)emergence of Armenian and Azerbaijani
statehood, in a context where security had broken down.

With regard to the second question, in a necessarily brief overview here, I suggest that
systemic factors are enabling, rather than determining, the Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry. A
number of points support this assessment. First, the salience of discourse and rhetoric about
great powers in the region is itself not a given but a factor in need of explanation. Great
powers and external interventions play central roles in the geopolitical imaginaries of the
rivals. Razmik Panossian has demonstrated how benevolent intervention by external
powers is a recurring, long-term trope in the Armenian geopolitical imaginary (Panossian
2006, 117, 189–194).11 This has its contemporary echoes on the Azerbaijani side in con-
sistent invocations of the four United Nations Security Council resolutions of 1993, and
the view that the Karabakh conflict will be decided “when the international community
makes up its mind.”12 In a conceptually rich account of the South Caucasus as a regional
(in-)security complex, Oskanian (2013) has pointed to the importance of constructed inse-
curities (securitizations13) across a triadic structure between and among hostile states, rebel-
lious minorities, and meddling great powers. In his account of what he calls “great power
penetration” of the South Caucasus, Oskanian stresses the need to go beyond superficial
macro-material indicators and to engage with subjective and inter-subjective elements
(53). The resulting account is not one of local proxies and manipulating great powers,
but a more complex mutual constitution of geopolitical threats, allegiances, and power
relations. In other words, great power penetration is foreseen and enabled by local geopo-
litical imaginaries, and is not autonomous of them. This is a deus in machina, intrinsic to the
rivalry and not imposed by the system in which it currently operates.

A second point is that both the leverage and goals of great powers with regard to
Armenia and Azerbaijan are more diffuse than in the conflicts in Georgia or Ukraine; com-
pared to Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Crimea, or eastern Ukraine, Russia has fewer direct
levers of influence in Karabakh. It has no peacekeeping forces, no ethnic Russian minorities
or passportized “citizens” on the ground, and no direct territorial access into the theater of
conflict. Furthermore, neither Armenia nor Azerbaijan straddles the line of east–west com-
petition as they were drawn in Georgia in the period preceding the 2008 war and in the 2014
Ukrainian crisis (a central state authority intent on removing Russian influence and actively
seeking alignment with Euro-Atlantic structures). For Russia, this takes a number of ideo-
logical and security red lines out of the Karabakh context and allows a more transactional
approach. As noted already, one of the rivals, Armenia, has demonstrated (an albeit
coerced) compliance with Russia’s Eurasianist ambitions, and has also permitted a deep
Russian penetration of its economy. Azerbaijan is also locked into important commercial
and strategic relationships with Russia through the Baku-Novorossiisk pipeline and
ongoing arms purchases. Hence, the reification of the conflicts in South Ossetia and
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Abkhazia as prisms of bipolarity and microcosms of Western–Russian rivalry seems less
relevant for NK.

In parallel with the more diffuse set of indirect levers at its disposal, Russia does not
appear to have a clear overriding strategic goal vis-à-vis the Armenian–Azerbaijani
rivalry. This is reflected in the multiplicity of roles it plays. Russia has been, or continues
to be, ceasefire broker, mediator, and arms supplier to both parties and security guarantor
for one of them. In certain periods, there have also been a number of Russian state
actors operating simultaneously, sometimes working against each other. Russia has also
on different occasions invested considerably in mediation efforts when these have been
seen in Moscow as compatible with Russian interests.14 Yet, despite having a unique con-
vening power among the external actors in this rivalry, unilateral Russian diplomatic efforts
have yielded little. By contrast, as I discuss below, Russian provision of arms to the rivals is
critical in enabling the rivalry to continue. Hence, Russia appears in this conflict as enabler
and spoiler, but not decider.

The OSCE-mediated peace process may also be seen as a systemic-level actor influen-
cing Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry. The impacts of rivalries between mediating great
powers have been reported with reference to the early period of the Karabakh peace
process, for example, in the initiation of duplicate negotiations tracks and turf wars
between mediators (Maresca 1996). As the process matured, however, evidence of compe-
tition within it has declined: former US and French co-chairs active in the 2000s and 2010s
attest to the professionalism and constructiveness of their Russian colleagues.15 The notion
that conflicting mediator agendas have been important in prolonging the rivalry further
ignores two countervailing realities. First, there have been moments when the Minsk
Group has been the focus of a well-coordinated push for a breakthrough, never more so
than at Key West in 2001. Second, compared to its analogues in Abkhazia and South
Ossetia, the Karabakh peace process has been remarkably productive in terms of the mul-
tiplicity of proposals, the longevity of key concepts, and apparent acquiescence to the broad
outlines of a solution (Freizer 2014).16 There is no shortage of ideas over the last 20 years
which Russian, US, and French mediators have been able to agree on, and propose to the
presidents. This relatively high margin of cooperation and tacit conceptual consensus
suggests caution regarding the explanatory power of great power competition.

Other systemic-level variables that can influence Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry are out-
comes in other conflicts deemed analogous in structure. For example, the outcomes of uni-
polar recognitions of previously de facto states in Kosovo, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia
have been much discussed with regard to their impact on self-determination conflicts
more generally.17 Two contradictory trends emerge from this situation. A first trend is a
popular perception in NK (and other de facto entities) that the international community
is becoming more tolerant of secession overall, and will eventually acquiesce to legalization
of Karabakh’s separation from Azerbaijan.18 On the other hand, as former Armenian
Foreign Minister Vartan Oskanian has argued, selectivity and inconsistency in the way
that the international community addresses self-determination conflicts allow belligerents
to draw the lessons they prefer (Oskanian 2014b). In the wider international system, seces-
sionist conflicts are being dealt with in different ways: while Armenians might make com-
parisons with South Sudan, Azerbaijanis make comparisons with Sri Lanka.19 Here again,
then, systemic influences appear to be inconclusive and offer support to rival visions.

This admittedly cursory round-up of systemic-level factors suggests that they are per-
missive of, rather than directly engendering, Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry. This seems
especially true of Russia’s ambiguous “balancing act” seemingly aimed at supporting deter-
rence as the best alternative to a peace on its terms. As Kevork Oskanian reminds us, NK is
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the “… one issue where great powers do cooperate… an exception to the otherwise com-
petitive rule” (Oskanian 2013, 90). The Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry has nevertheless
been able to resist moments of geopolitical conjunction, when a “geopolitical peace”
seemed within reach, notably in 2001. This points to the fact that key drivers are not sys-
temic, but at “lower” levels.20 For as long as these persist, Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry
will outlast specific geopolitical constellations as, for example, the India–Pakistan and
North and South Korea rivalries have done.

Interstate level factors

This article takes this level to have become the analytically salient layer to Armenian–Azer-
baijani relations today, and indeed, the entry point making the idea of ER relevant. When it
comes to explaining the origins of the interstate rivalry between Armenia and Azerbaijan,
the centrality of territory is clear.21 This makes it a typical ER: Tir and Diehl report that 81%
of all ERs involve territory (Tir and Diehl 2002). What seems less clear is the relationship
between a set of unresolved territorial issues and the processes making territorial issues
salient in domestic-level politics, and indeed creating red lines that constrain decision-
makers and prevent compromise.

Although territory is prominent across the ER literature, it should not be excessively
reified as the cause of rivalry. Some very long-running rivalries with a strong territorial
component have dissolved (Greece–Turkey), while others have survived without one
(the US–Soviet Cold War). In a very useful synthesis of the ER literature with that on asym-
metric conflict,22 Paul (2006) has argued that the structure of power differentials between
rivals can provide a powerful explanation of the rivalry’s persistence. Paul’s argument
addresses the paradox of long-term, sustainable rivalry between rivals exhibiting asymme-
try in power. This paradox contradicts the hypotheses of ER scholarship that approximate
power parity as necessary in order to sustain rivalry over the long term (Vasquez 1996).
Realist expectations would after all suggest that a stronger rival would be able to overcome
a weaker one. Yet, the existence and persistence of a number of power-asymmetrical riv-
alries pose a challenge to realist assumptions: the USA and Cuba, for example, or more per-
tinently, India and Pakistan. Paul shows that while Pakistan is on a variety of material
parameters (size, population, and conventional military capability), the weaker party vis-
à-vis India, it has been able through strategy, external alliances, and weapons procurement
to challenge India consistently since 1947 (Paul 2005a, 2005b, 2006).

Across numerous material parameters, Armenia and Azerbaijan exhibit considerable
asymmetry.23 At 9.3 million, Azerbaijan’s population is three times the size of Armenia’s,
reported at just over 3 million. Azerbaijan’s GDP in 2013, at $77.2 billion, was more than
seven times that of Armenia’s $10.3 billion. Per capita, this works out to $8300 for Azer-
baijan, and $3040 for Armenia. Azerbaijan has further entrenched the economic asymmetry
in its favor by ensuring that all regional oil and gas pipelines (the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan and
Baku–Supsa oil routes and the Baku–Tbilisi–Erzerum and Trans-Anatolian Natural Gas
Pipeline gas routes) circumvent Armenia.

In terms of military capability, the relationship is ambiguous for several reasons. First,
data are politicized and there appear to be substantial discrepancies between public rhetoric
on military expenditure and the actual sums spent. Second, there is ambiguity about the
actual extent of Armenian military capability in NK and the adjacent occupied territories,
which is not counted in state-focused indexes and reports such as the Military Balance.
Third, material military superiority stands in an uncertain relationship with the intangibles
of war: resolve, morale, and discipline. These factors change over time and are often not
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revealed until war actually happens. On both sides of the conflict, revelations and protests
regarding non-combat deaths have been consistent in recent years, suggesting a reality gap
between the discourse of military procurement and rearmament and actual readiness for
combat.24 What is indeed striking is that non-combat-related deaths exceed those arising
from ceasefire violations. Finally, the possibility of “total war,” involving the targeting
of civilians, oil and gas installations, and the Medsamor nuclear power station, suggests
that Armenia and Azerbaijan may be locked in a situation of mutually assured destruction,
and hence that an effective deterrence dynamic is at work (Minasyan 2010).

These points notwithstanding, asymmetry in two dimensions of military capability
may be noted. First, there is little doubt that Azerbaijan’s oil and gas revenues allow it
greater military purchasing power. This is reflected in reports of big arms deals with
Russia, reports of military procurement relationships being developed with Israel
(drones), Turkey (armored personnel carriers – APCs – and rocket launchers), South
Africa (APCs), and South Korea, and investment in the domestic arms production indus-
try (Aslanov 2013; Giragosian 2013; Kucera 2013). On paper, Azerbaijan has a larger
army than Armenia, and superior airborne offensive power (Military Balance 2014,
170–173); the extent to which this is compensated for by superior combined Armenian
and Karabakh Armenian territorial defense capability is a key question driving rhetorical
brinkmanship today. Second, military asymmetry has been adopted and reified as a rhe-
torical strategy: In 2011, President Ilham Aliyev announced that Azerbaijan’s military
spending budget at more than $3 billion now surpassed Armenia’s entire state budget,
and Azerbaijan has committed to spending at least this emblematic amount since then.
I leave aside the controversies over what actually is included in this amount, but certainly,
the reproduction of these statistics across numerous sources highlights a new subjective
sense of military asymmetry.

Yet, despite its asymmetric disadvantage, it seems that in ways usefully comparable to
Pakistan, Armenia has been successful in reducing the asymmetry through strategy, inter-
national advocacy, and alliances with outside powers. A number of factors are significant
here. First, in another parallel with Kashmir (Paul 2005b, 13; 2006, 617), military asymme-
try is not evident in the actual theater of conflict, the LOC between Armenian and Azerbai-
jani forces. The forces facing each other across the LOC are broadly equal, and Armenian
forces draw advantage from the terrain, holding defensive positions on higher ground.
Among other justifications, the notion that Armenian occupation of the territories adjacent
to that originally under dispute reduces the length of the front, and hence power asymmetry,
is an article of faith among many Armenian observers.25 The Armenian–Azerbaijan case
strongly reinforces Paul’s assessment that “local power matters tremendously in making
an asymmetric rivalry enduring” (2006, 628). In the context of Karabakh, local power
parity counterbalances Azerbaijan’s global (overall) power advantage.

Second, certainly for the first 10 years after the ceasefire, Armenian international advo-
cacy drawing on the human and financial capital of the diaspora was much more organized
and effective than Azerbaijani efforts. Armenian campaigning succeeded, for example, in
securing US Congressional approval of Section 907a of the Freedom Support Act, which
prohibited the allocation of US aid to Azerbaijan for 10 years between 1992 and 2002. Dia-
spora advocacy efforts continue today in the form, for example, of lobbying for the legis-
latures of US states to recognize the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic (to date, Rhode Island,
Maine, Massachusetts, Louisiana, and California legislatures have done so).26 To some
extent, however, in recent years, Azerbaijan has closed this gap as a number of very
active Azerbaijani public relations-oriented organizations, such as the European Azerbai-
jani Society, and networks have emerged.
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Third, Armenia has effectively “borrowed power” through its alignment and alli-
ance with Russia. Armenia’s compliance with Russia’s Eurasian project has already
been noted. Armenia is also a member of the Collective Security Treaty Organization,
and hosts the only remaining Russian military presence south of the Caucasus outside
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the 102nd Military Base at Gyumri, part of the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS) integrated Air Defense system, under the
command of the Russian North Caucasus Military District, and an air facility at
Erebuni. An August 2010 defense agreement commits Russia to assisting Armenia in
securing modern and compatible hardware, and Armenia reportedly enjoys preferential
prices and access to purchases of Russian military hardware. Again, it seems that Azer-
baijan is able to close this gap, buying from Russia at full price what Armenia gets at a
discount. But Armenia also undoubtedly benefits at least as much from subjective
Russian power projection, and the unambiguous willingness of Russia to deploy
force beyond its borders powerfully reinforces Armenia’s capacity to sustain its
rivalry with Azerbaijan.

Overall then, the ostensibly weaker party, Armenia, has been successful in mitigating its
power asymmetry with Azerbaijan. These have allowed the weaker rival and status quo
power to mitigate its material disadvantages and maintain the territorial status quo. This
leads me to suggest Paul’s (2005b, 12) concept of truncated asymmetry as being equally
applicable to the Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry, and indeed, as it is in the Indian–Pakistani
context, a key source of the rivalry’s persistence. Hence, in arriving at answers to the second
fundamental question posed above (In what ways has the conflict changed over the inter-
vening 20 years?), truncated asymmetry offers some inroads. A multi-layered conflict
has become conflated into a peculiarly asymmetric interstate rivalry, in which one rival
sees itself as being ultimately able to win through its preponderance, yet the other rival
has been able to effectively counter through power parity in the theater of conflict, alliances,
and deployment of resources in the international system. This dynamic in the deep structure
of the rivalry both lends it considerable stability and embeds it within long-term state
policies.

Domestic-level factors

The domestic drivers of ER, which lie beyond the traditional (neo-)realist purview of inter-
national relations scholars, are under-specified in the ER literature. Several of the key theor-
etical innovations, such as the basic rivalry level and the punctuated equilibrium model, are
largely silent on the domestic dynamics and processes supporting them. This is therefore an
area where the ER framework needs adjustment and additions, and on account of the limited
space available here, I restrict myself to a few comments pointing in two directions for
future research.

The first concerns the already-mentioned role of territory. On the one hand, the role of
territory as an outstanding unresolved issue is obvious. On the other, the processes through
which territory is suffused with intangible, non-negotiable values, and the ways in which
these are then imbued with popular appeal to become politically salient incentives and con-
straints for decision-makers are less clear – yet typically assumed. The international
relations literature, while identifying the centrality of territory to ERs and conflict more gen-
erally (Huth 1998; Vasquez and Henehan 2011), appears at times unnecessarily restrained
by disciplinary boundaries in its reluctance to consider the domestic salience of territory.
The securitization approach taken by Oskanian (2013) is certainly useful, but is sketchy
in articulating securitization to salient frames and practices relating specifically to territory.
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In what might be an unorthodox methodological coupling, future research might profit-
ably draw on perspectives from critical geopolitics. As a methodological response to grand
geopolitical narratives (especially that of the Cold War itself), critical geopolitics provides a
number of perspectives and tools useful in deconstructing the very notion of ER itself. The
realist premise of ER after all unquestioningly imbibes an essential binarism between two
rivals and homogenizes a complex array of actors, voices, and audiences into a dyadic struc-
ture. The post-structuralist ethos of critical geopolitics might usefully disturb “the objecti-
vist perspectivism” (Ó Tuathail and Dalby 1998, 5) inherent in the language of ER in order
to “insist on the situated, contextual and embodied nature of all forms of geopolitical
reasoning” (6) – in this case, reasoning that claims the logic, inevitability, and incompatibil-
ity of Armenian and Azerbaijani territorial claims. For the purposes of a specific case study,
then, critical geopolitics perspectives can achieve the domestic embodiment of ER as a set
of strategies, practices, and discursive frames deployed and performed by domestic actors
that reproduce rival territorialities and make them routine in the daily life of citizens. Space
does not allow discussion of this theme here, but I will simply note that the post-structuralist
method of critical geopolitics stresses multiple performative acts – territorializations, visu-
alizations, representations – offering useful methodological openings, for example, in the
analysis of cartography, discourse, and everyday images through which territoriality is
embodied in contemporary Armenia and Azerbaijan.27

A second direction for future research is the relationship between ER and regime type.
ER research has found that although the causal dynamics are complex, democratic dyads
are less likely to enter rivalries, and that rivalries are more likely to end when both rivals
are democratic than when one or both of them are not (Diehl and Goertz 2000, Chap. 6).
Diehl and Goertz warn against simplistic allusions to democratization as the “answer.”
They explore (2000, 107–127) what they call the “rivalry” approach to the democratic
peace, which allows them to reformulate a number of important questions. How often
and in what kind of rivalry do democracies get involved? What is the role of democratiza-
tion in affecting the trajectory of a rivalry? Is democracy sufficient to terminate a rivalry?
They report broad support for the democratic peace theory, in that democratic dyads are less
likely to get into rivalries, and rivalries are more likely to end when both rivals are demo-
cratic. But they find no clear evidence about the direction of causality: The onset of rivalry
does not appear to decrease democracy, nor do states move rapidly to democracy when a
rivalry ends (127). These findings are useful and suggestive in terms of the cross-sectional
salience of the democracy variable. The direction of causality in this regard can also be
questioned specifically for the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict: After all, the Karabakh con-
flict took hold at a time when Armenia and Azerbaijan were more democratic than they are
now. Yet, this does not refute the relevance of investigating the dynamics of governance in
Armenia and Azerbaijan over the last two decades for the continuation of the rivalry
between them.

This leads to a number of questions. To what extent does the rivalry endure because of
the type of governments in place in Armenia and Azerbaijan? Would movement toward a
different kind of regime lead to the attenuation of the rivalry? What is it about the current
regime type that enables rivalry? An opening observation is that semi-authoritarian regimes
tend to depend more on symbolic forms of legitimation, which can make them more depen-
dent on emotive, symbolic issues such as territorial conflict. Institutionally, they also lack
checks and balances that constrain more democratic regimes from competitive risk-taking
displays, civil–military balances favoring the latter, and so on. As Tremblay and Schofield
(2005) argue for the Indian–Pakistani case (and drawing on the long tradition of the demo-
cratic peace theory), strong functional institutional compatibility can attenuate rivalry. Yet,
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if the direction of causality is inverted, we can hypothesize that a relatively weak and dys-
functional institutional compatibility can embed rivalry through the satisfaction of key
elites in each rival benefitting from, for example, arms manufacture and procurements, or
monopolies on key commodities arising from closed borders. As accounts by Kevork Oska-
nian and Behlül Özkan have argued, both Armenia and Azerbaijan exhibit actors and fea-
tures characteristic of wider post-Soviet governance, or what Oskanian calls “vertical
incoherence:” neo-patrimonialism, fusion of political and economic elites, vested interests
in the maintenance of monopolies and cartels made possible by closed borders, and an over-
whelming securitization of politics (Özkan 2008; Oskanian 2013). These rather schematic
remarks highlight the need for further research on the domestic drivers of rivalry, and their
interactions with other levels.

Decision-maker-level factors

Scholars working in closely related fields to ERs have highlighted the role of leadership
learning as a factor. Russell Leng, for example, has stressed the role of “dysfunctional learn-
ing” among decision-makers. Bringing this perspective to Indian–Pakistani learning, Leng
has argued that Indian and Pakistani decision-makers have learned the “wrong lessons”
from their various crises: Indians have learned that power politics works and Islamabad
cannot be trusted, while Pakistanis have learned that since they are not powerful enough
to conquer Kashmir, they need proxy wars and great power interventions to support
them (2005, 110–114). Leng terms these the lessons of Realpolitik28 and coercive diplo-
macy. He highlights the role of “cognitive schemata” – “the generic concepts that enable
individuals to classify and categorize individuals, events and situations according to fam-
iliar types” (Leng 2000, 15), and distinguishes causal learning (about consequences and
causality) from diagnostic learning (about the attributes of the other party).

Leng’s social-psychological perspective offers ways into questions (2) and (3) above.
This is again a topic for further research,29 and I limit myself to a few further specifications
of the relevant issues. Applying Leng’s perspectives to the Armenia–Azerbaijan rivalry
involves the identification of each side’s influence or inducement strategies and how
these have changed over time. By implication, this implies identification of the cognitive
schemata informing Armenian and Azerbaijani decision-maker thinking; here, the above-
mentioned critical geopolitics perspectives can be useful. Second, what are each side’s
responses to the other’s inducement strategies, are there tactical adjustments, and what
kind of causal and diagnostic learning is the result? Even the specification of these questions
suggests a number of hypotheses regarding the role of coercive bargaining and military
strategies, and not diplomacy, as the primary source of Armenian and Azerbaijani learning
about each other. These points are important because Leng and the wider ER literature
stress the significance of imaginative leadership in ending rivalries.

Temporal factors

I add a fifth dimension aimed at emphasizing the enduring in ER. This is the temporal
dimension necessary to capture diachronic change in a conflict context, fully address ques-
tion (3), and hence avoid the conceptual trap of “frozen conflict.” In a perceptive and sug-
gestive account of Israeli policy and perceptions toward the occupied Golan Heights,
Hassner (2006–2007) has specified the impacts of longevity for unresolved territorial con-
flicts. Hassner argues that prolonged stasis results in significant changes in dispute percep-
tion and specifically the value accorded to disputed territory: “as these conflicts mature, the
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perceived cohesion of the disputed territory rises; its boundaries are perceived as becoming
more clearly defined; and the availability of substitutes for the territory appear to decline”
(110). Material encroachments (construction of transport, infrastructure, energy, and com-
munications networks linking the disputed territory to the homeland) combine with what
Hassner terms “symbolic entrenchments” (the construction of new symbolic sites, religious
architecture, and archaeological finds establishing links between today’s population and the
homeland/the past) to constitute “a process of institutionalization in which disputes take on
a life and a causal power of their own” (113). This process encroaches on and eventually
excludes the fungible character of territory, insidiously converting it from a chip in a bar-
gaining game into a non-negotiable aspect of collective identity.

Hassner’s observations chime with investigation of these issues vis-à-vis Armenian
occupation of territories surrounding the former Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast
(Huseynov 2011; Broers and Toal 2013). Huseynov draws direct parallels between
Armenian policies of supporting settlement and the opening of archaeological excavations
in the occupied territories, and Israeli and Turkish policies in Palestine and Northern Cyprus
respectively, and argues that these policies narrow the chances for a negotiated settlement
(Huseynov 2011, 42). Even if claims of ethnic engineering in the Armenian-occupied
territories seem over-stated, given the limited numbers of people alleged to have settled
in them,30 what seems less contestable is that symbolically the passage of time has
marked the slow and almost imperceptible transformation of a territorially defined
self-determination struggle into a wider and much messier spatial contest, embedding
rival territorializations ever deeper into Armenian and Azerbaijani spatial imaginaries.

For Azerbaijan (as for Syria in the case of the Golan Heights) as the party losing control
over territory, temporal effects are (even) more insidious, since they are inscribed in an
elusive human geography, defined by generational change among displaced communities.
This is captured in the title of a 2011 Brookings report written by Yulia Gureyeva-Alieva
and Tabib Huseynov Can You Be an IDP for 20 Years? (2011). This issue is especially sen-
sitive owing to the troubling perception that without a constituency of returnees, political
claims to territory lose their human face, and consequently, legitimacy.

Sustained occupation is transforming and deepening the territorial issues at stake.
Whereas the original disagreement concerned the question of to whom post-Soviet NK
should accede, whether self-determination was the appropriate framework, and whether
an agreed process had been followed, the current situation admits the potential for
deeper disagreement over what the territory to be demarcated actually is.31 This deficit
intersects with a second disconnect, that between the territorial categories deployed in
Armenian nationalist consensus and those of the Minsk Group (Broers and Toal 2013,
33). Hassner’s warning that “when it comes to territorial disputes, time is not on the peace-
makers’ side” underscores the embedding of rivalry in both the physical attributes of terri-
tory and symbolic–emotional attachments to it (Hassner 2006–2007, 138).

Conclusion

The Armenian–Azerbaijani confrontation is in urgent need of re-conceptualization. It is no
longer a post-Soviet conflict; it is neither only a self-determination conflict, nor only an irre-
dentist one; and it probably never was a “frozen conflict.” This article has argued that the
framework of ER, drawn from international relations, offers several new analytical and
comparative horizons for the deeper understanding of the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict
as it exists today. Specifically, this framework emphasizes the totality of rivalry as a con-
vergence of conflict dynamics across disparate systemic, interstate, domestic, and decision-
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maker levels, each of which exhibits change and dynamism over time. All levels are shaped
further and in less obvious ways by the inscription of time itself in the physical and human
geography of the Karabakh conflict.

An initial and tentative conclusion of this article is that the underlying sources of intract-
ability are to be found in the interactions at the interstate, domestic, and decision-maker
levels of the rivalry, rather than in external/systemic factors. The latter enable, rather
than determine, Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry. Particularly important is the asymmetric
power dynamic in this rivalry, in which the aggregate material advantage of one of the
rivals, Azerbaijan, is countered by power parity in the theater of conflict itself and Arme-
nia’s strategies of alliances and diaspora mobilization. Truncated asymmetry generates a
sufficient sense of relative equality for the rivalry to endure. The primacy in this analysis
given to internal drivers of the rivalry suggests that the impetus to mitigate it by peaceful
means needs to come from within, as well as being enabled from outside. As in the case
of other rivalries, imaginative leadership is needed, leadership capable of room for maneu-
ver independent of both the vested interests of political and economic elites, and ethno-
nationalist narratives. Transformation of leadership, whether through turnover or ideational
change, is necessarily a domestically driven process.

These closing remarks underscore the analytical benefit of the ER approach outlined
here, which is its ability – with some adaptation – to accommodate a multifactor analysis,
accommodating different theories, addressing different actors and levels of causality. This
acknowledges that only a multifactor analysis can address the questions raised at the begin-
ning of this article, and indeed the wider set of questions raised by the Karabakh conflict and
other Eurasian conflicts in its cohort. As Ramet (2004, 756) remarks at the end of her
exploration of the roots of the Yugoslav wars, it would indeed be a pity to rely on just
one theory or factor in explaining such complex phenomena – nor is there any reason to
do so.

Notes

1. I prefer the term “Nagorny Karabakh” to the admittedly more popular “Nagorno Karabakh,”
sometimes hyphenated as “Nagorno-Karabakh.” The latter is a grammatically incorrect borrow-
ing from a Russian compound adjectival form and is analogous to referring to the Czech Republic
as the “Czecho Republic” by borrowing directly from the compound noun “Czechoslovakia.” I
retain the formula “Nagorno-Karabakh” only when it appears as a compound adjectival qualifier
for a proper noun or title, as in “Nagorno-Karabakh Republic.”

2. Violence in the Line of Contact (LOC) area in the summer and autumn of 2014 served to put the
Karabakh conflict episodically back into the headlines. See Broers (2014), Oskanian (2014a), and
Giragosian (2014b) for details.

3. For example, speaking about the NK conflict in advance of a meeting with Azerbaijani Foreign
Minister Elmar Mammadyarov in June 2013, US Secretary of State John Kerry commented,
“This is a frozen conflict, as we call it, one that threatens the stability of the region and one
that we need to deal with… The last thing we want is a return to war and to conflict” (Slaq.
am 2013).

4. The approach surely also reflects the fact that as a marginal region with a small readership, books
that cover all of the salient conflicts in the Caucasus are likely to be more popular. In the English
language, with the exception of Chechnya, there are more comparative works dedicated to the
Caucasus conflicts as a set than there are monographs dedicated to any single one of them.

5. For an effective critique of the idea that the key to resolving the Karabakh conflict lies with exter-
nal powers, see Zolyan (2009).

6. With rare and highly choreographed exceptions, Armenians and Azeris cannot travel across the
divide; not many outsiders do so either, especially to Karabakh itself. The literature on this con-
flict is consequently fragmented; very few full-length studies integrate data from all the relevant
locations, as opposed to edited collections (Conciliation Resources 2005; Kameck and Ghazaryan
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2013), chapter-length treatments (Cornell 2001; Bolukbasi 2011; Cheterian 2008), or NGO
reports on specific issues (Saferworld 2012; International Alert 2013). For a comprehensive over-
view there is still no rival to Thomas de Waal’s 2003 Black Garden, published in a new edition in
2013. Tatul Hakobyan (2010) is also a notable, authoritative, and on the whole impartial chronicle
of the conflict from the Armenian side.

7. One may note that this layer is also sidelined in Azerbaijan, where there is to date no detailed
concept or proposal as to what Karabakh Armenian self-government might look like from an
Azerbaijani perspective.

8. For examples from a prolific literature, see Bremer (1992), Goertz and Diehl (1993), Bennet
(1997), Diehl (1998), Hensel (1999), Diehl and Goertz (2000), Stinnet and Diehl (2001),
Maoz and Mor (2002), Goertz, Jones, and Diehl (2005).

9. A recent work (Rasler, Thompson, and Ganguly 2013) does not use the language of ER, relegat-
ing it to a methodological appendix, and refers instead to “strategic rivalry.”

10. These dividends also highlight for the Armenia–Azerbaijan case a number of advantages to ER
over two other catch-all terms often found in policy and scholarly literature and used in various
ways: intractable conflict and protracted conflict. While these terms are an improvement on
“frozen conflict,” they also lack specificity. “Intractable conflict” is also heavily suggestive of
immobility, while “protracted conflict” emphasizes only the long-term, rather than dynamic,
nature of the conflicts it seeks to define.

11. Panossian notes that an Armenian “mentality of reliance on outside powers exists to this day”
(117).

12. Author’s interview with an Azerbaijani academic, New York, 24 April 2014.
13. Mohiaddin Mesbahi defines securitization as

a process whereby influential and authoritative actors within a given polity use narration
and strategic language to identify an object/subject as a potential or imminent existential
threat to a target community’s foundational interest, a threat whose seriousness requires
a range of security-related responses including coercive measures and the use of force
(2013, 2).

14. On these, see former Minsk Group co-Chair Vladimir Kazimirov’s memoir, Mir Karabakhu
(2009); Russian President Dmitry Medvedev’s initiative following the 2008 war is another
example.

15. Author’s personal communications with former US and French diplomats, 2012–2014.
16. The five proposals are the “package” and “step by step” plans of 1997; the “common state” plan

of 1998; the KeyWest plan of 2001, allegedly involving a territorial swap; and the current Madrid
Principles, on the negotiating table in different forms since 2005.

17. See, for example, Wolff and Peen Rodt (2013) and the collection of articles in the same issue of
Europe-Asia Studies.

18. Analysis needs also to distinguish between system-level and region-level normativity; even if
there is, for the sake of argument, a perception that the international community has become
more tolerant of secession, this may not be true at the regional level; the Crimea crisis points
sharply in this direction.

19. Author’s field notes, Armenia and Azerbaijan, 2011–2012.
20. The main resistance to the peace proposal discussed at Key West was domestic: Azerbaijani

Foreign Minister Tofiq Zulfuqarov, presidential advisor Eldar Namazov, and negotiator Vafa
Guluzade all resigned in October 1998, reportedly in protest at the proposal that would later
be rejected at Key West by Heydar Aliyev. He was apparently convinced that he could not over-
come internal resistance to the compromises involved.

21. For a detailed historical review of the politics behind territorial allocations in the 1920s, see
Saparov (2012). There are alternative readings of Armenian–Azerbaijani rivalry, rooted in histori-
cal (if not ancient) hatreds, religion, and political proclivities. These readings, however, tend to
inform either nationalist perspectives, advocacy positions with distinct vested interests in the
status quo, or casual media references far from the context. As de Waal (2013) and many
others have consistently shown, there is no “natural” incompatibility between Armenians and
Azerbaijanis (nor indeed any other ethnic dyad) that is not politically constructed.

22. Asymmetric conflicts involve “states of unequal aggregate capability, measured in terms of
material resources, i.e., size, demography, military capability, and economic prowess” (Paul
2005b, 5).
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23. The following data are taken from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) World Economic
Outlook Database (http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2013/01/weodata/index.aspx), and
was retrieved in March 2014. IMF data are drawn from official statistics, which in the case of
the South Caucasus have sometimes been accused of exaggeration. These figures suffice none-
theless as indicators of broad trends.

24. In 2010–2011 revelations of non-combat-related deaths caused public consternation in both
Armenia and Azerbaijan (IWPR 2011; HRW 2012–2014; Caucasian Knot 2014).

25. Author’s field notes, Armenia, 2013; see also Minasyan (2010, 25).
26. On these developments, see ArmeniaNow (2013) and Asbarez (2013).
27. Broers and Toal (2013) offer a preliminary perspective in this direction on the Armenian side. We

demonstrate how occupied territories have been seamlessly incorporated into the contemporary
cartography of Armenia, “naturalizing a new emotional-cognitive attachment to the territories
around NK” (Broers and Toal 2013, 33).

28. Leng defined this in 1983 as a tradition “that views interstate conflict as dictated by considerations
of power politics and prescribes bargaining strategies that demonstrate power and a willingness to
use it” (1983, 381).

29. There are not many studies of elite attitudes toward the Karabakh conflict. Two examples are the
NGO LINKS’ survey of Armenian and Azerbaijani political parties’ attitudes toward the peace
process (LINKS 2010), and Tokluoglu’s (2011) survey of Azerbaijani elite discourse on the Kar-
abakh conflict.

30. Two OSCE fact-finding missions have assessed the situation in the occupied territories, in Feb-
ruary 2005 and in December 2010. The first estimated the population in the territories at 9000–
12,000, the second at about 14,000, overwhelmingly located in Lachin. These numbers are less
than those claimed in both Armenian and Azerbaijani sources.

31. I draw here on John Vasquez’s analysis of the “terms of disagreement” in the case of Kashmir
(2005, 61).
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