THE KARABAKH CONFLICT

After spending a week in Warsaw and Moscow, in March 1992 1 arrived
in the Armenian capital Yerevan, This was literally a few wecks after the
collapse of the Soviet Union, and people at the time could not grasp what
was happening to them. Armenia was technically an independent nation,
but people failed to understand what that meant. They talked about “an-
gakhutyun”, which means “independence”, when they referred to post- |
Soviet Armenia, an expression which at the time meant a combination of ‘
uncertainty, chaos, lack of reference, and loneliness for Armenia. When |
people used the expression “bedutyun”, méaning “state”, they referred to

the Soviet Union, the state in which they were born and had lived all their
lives, which had suddenly and inexplicably disappeared.

In April 1992 I 'spent a week in Mountainous Karabakh. At the time,
Karabakh was cut off from Armenia proper, and the only way to go there
was by air. With two other journalists—photographers from the French
Armenian Diaspora—1I was lucky to be in a Yakovlev-40, a 32 seated
passenger plane from which all seats had been taken off, and which had
instead been filled with sacks of flour. I was lucky because we were sitting
n:top of flour and not in a plane transporting diesel or ammunition.
1ere wete a dozen or so fighters and government officials flying with us,
turning from Yerevan back to their land in Karabakh. The plane took
ff from Erebuni airport in Yerevan and took height, to avoid Azeri afiti-
reraft fire. When it was above Khojali airport, it went down in circles
ntil it landed. Outside the airport you could see burnt-down houses, the
ule of the February 1992 fighting during which the Karabakh Armeni- AN
forces took over the airport. There were hundseds of people walking in
directions: soldiers, peasants, children, and women. There was no fuel
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in Karabakh, no public transport, no taxis. In the regional capital Step-
anakert there were no shops, no restaurants, and more generally no econ-
omy. Money had no function in this war economy. We were gniren rooms
in the Hotel Karabakh, which had neither electricity not running watet,
and which was partially destroyed by Grad missiles fired from Shushi, t_hc
impressive town to the west of Stepanakert, visible from my hotel win-
dow. After 2 week and numerous interviews in the Stepanakert, Marduni,
anid Hadrut regions, and after the last days spending under fire, 1 cravelled
with two (different) journalists and five wounded civilians in the back of a
truck to reach the capiral and from there fly back to Yerevan.

In those days it was difficult to be an optimist. Armenia was Jand-
locked, had no access to its traditional partner Russia, had no energy
soutces; its borders with Azerbaijan in the east and Turkey in the west
were closed, and it was at war with its neighbour Azerbaijan over Moun—
winous Kafabakh. Following the 1988 earthquake in which over 25,000
people perished, a third of Armenian industry was in rL?ins, 'and'the col-
Japse of the USSR had made the rest redundant. The situation 'm Kara-
bakh seemed even more bleak. The region was completely encircled by

Azerbaijani forces, and was facing an encmy force superior in arms, ant-

munition and numbers. In the year 1992 many in Armenia, but ai‘so in
neighbouring Azerbaijan and Georgia, thought that the newly achieved.

independence of their countries was a temporary phenomenon. Many .
compared the situation with the three short years of 1917-20, when af_te_r- :
the fall of the Tsarist Empire the Transcaucasus became independent frofm

Russia and the republics of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia emergc‘j('_l'j

until the Bolsheviks eventually took over the former Tsarist provinces and:;

integrated them in a new state to be known as Union of Soviet Socié%ig"t
Republics. Similarly, in 1992, many thought that the independence 6

Armenia would last as long as the p,oliticai turmoil in Moscow, and Wouid :
end once the Russians redefined their system and regained their power.____I_r_l

the meanwhile, the Caucasus had to go through chaos, wars, popﬁlé;_t'i‘o_

exchanges and much suffering.

The making of the Karabakh conflict

The conflict in Mountainous Karabakh casts a long shadow over.-:t?h
modern history of the Caucasus. The interplay between historic evel
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and their role in shaping contemporary ones is a delicate issue: what
clement of current political developments may be the reflection of his-
toric ills left “uncotrected”, and what is genuinely the result of more
recent changes and events? Although many specialists writing about the
Karabakh conflict have tatked about deep rooted antagonism between
Armenians and Azerbaijanis, clashes between the two groups in moun-
tainous Karabakh first erupted during the upheavals of 1905-7, with
the emergence of nationalist parties on both sides, during what was
known as the “Armeno-Tatar Wars”. Later, between 1918 and 1920,
several wars, massactes and deportations pitted the two sides, as the
Tsarist Empire collapsed and independent Armenia and Azerbaijan
fought each other for the control of three disputed regions: Nakhich-
evan, Zangezur, and Mountainous Karabakh. In the weeks following
the entry of the Red Army to Armenia, Karabakh was recognized by the
Communist leadership of Azerbaijan as part of Soviet Armenia. But in
1921 this decision was reversed by the Caucasian Bureau of the CP asa
result of the intervention of Stalin himself, and it was decided to place
Mountainous Karabakh within Soviet Azerbaijan, with the status of an
autonomous region.

The conflict in mountainous Karabakh was the first major political

“mobilization in the late Soviet period, which was later transformed into

inter-state war as the Soviet Union collapsed and Armenia and Azerbai-
jén fought an undeclared war over control of Karabakh. "The territorial
boundaries of the present Mountainous Karabakh go back to the for-
mation of the USSR in the early 1920s. Mountainous Karabakh Au-
tonomous Oblast had an area of 4,400 sq. km. and a total population
0f.162,000 (1979} of whom 123,000 were Armenian.! Although the
oion does not have important geopolitical significance, nor important
atural wealth other than forests and water resources, Karabakh has
lige symbolic importance for both Armenian and Azerbaijani modern
ional identity.?

" Nagornii Karabakb, Itoricheskaya Spravka, Yerevan: Alademiya Naouk Armi-

anskoi SSR, 1988, p. 7 (in Russian).

““For a historic background on Mountainous Karabakh conflict, see: Patrick
Donabédian and Claude Mutalian, Artsakh, Histoire du Karabagh, Paris: Se-
i vig Press, 1989; Christopher Walker (ed.), Armenia and Karabagh, Strugele
. for- Unity, London: Minority Rights Publications, 1991; Levon Chorbajian,
Patrick Donabedian and Claude Mutafian, The Cancasian Knot, The History
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Armenian grievances

Throughout the Soviet period Armenians remained dissatisfied with
the 1921 arrangement that left Karabakh within Azerbaijan. Arme-
nian activists, and several authors after them, mention economic and
cultural grievances to explain or justify the Karabakh Movement: Ka-
rabakh Armenians did not reccive the amount of public investment
compared to other parts of Azerbaijan; Karabalkh ethnic Armenians
did not have enough educational material in Armenian, were not al-

lowed to receive books from n_cighbouring Soviet Armenia, could not '

follow television programmes broadcast from Yerevan. In 1964 Arme-
nians sent a petition to Moscow demanding a change in the adminis-
trative borders in the south Caucasus to include Karabalch within the
Armenian SSR, as a solution to the continuous dissatisfaction-in Ka-
cabakh. The Soviet authorities refused to contemplatc any change of
boundaries, while the situation of Karabakh Armenians did not wit-
ness any improvement. The coming of Heydar Aliev, a former KGB
officer, to power in Baku only accentuated this reptessive policy.’
While reading or listening such arguments, it is easy to understand
that the real issue is not the economic “backwardness” of Karabakh,
nor the level of culture its citizens enjoyed regardless, whether this

culture was “Armenian”, “Azerbaijani” or “Soviet”. Probably the eco- -
nomic level of Karabakh was not qualitatively different from other Az~
erbaijani mountainous regions—although Karabakh Armenians prob--
ably compared their lot with neighbouring Armenia, and not with.
provincial Azerbaijan. Essentially, Armenians were dissatisfied with:
Azerbaijani identity politics, which saw in ethnic Armenians an alien”

or even dangerous element and repressed any expression by them
whether in political or even cultural terms. We may add another argu
ment that is often quoted to explain the Karabakh movement of 1988
the demographic shift within Karabakh: the percentage of ethnic At

and Geopolitics of Nagorno-Karabagh, London: Zed Books, 1994; Azerbaij
Seven Years of Conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh, New York: Human Rights Watch
Helsinki, 1994; Thomas Goltz, Azerbaijan Diary, Armonk: M.E. Sharp, 199
Michael Croissant, The Armenian-Azerbaijani Conflict, Causes and Implimtia_m
Westport, CT: Praeger, 1998,
3 Anten Kochinian, “Gharapaghi Hartse 60-agan Tvagaaner [in Armenid
“The Question of Karabalkh in the 60°" ] Karoun, Yerevan, July 1989, pp. 9
4. -
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menians was constantly decreasing, while that of ethnic Azeris was on
the rise (see Table 1). For Armenians, this represented a deliber

policy of Baku to impose an ethnic Azeri character over Karabaljlic
Arfnenians feared that the fate of Karabakh would follow that of N .
khichevan, where the percentage of éthnic Armenian inhabitants "
reduced from a substantial 40 per cent of the total population atw;ls
time of the Sovietization of the region to a mere 2 per cent in 198; f

‘The heart of the matter was not a struggle over resources, or th
fight for the recognition of a specific culture. The source of th,e rob‘f
lem was that after seven decades of Soviet rule Armenians dig
consider Azerbaijani rule over them as legitimate, and they fearedn;:
%ong—.term consequences, which they imagined would be loss of their
u‘ie-ntity. Simultaneously, Karabakh Armenians were in a difficult po-
sitton. Theoretically they were supposed to enjoy a certain de retf of
autonomy, but practically, in the Soviet system of vertical comgmand
even the most insignificant matter had to be referred to Baku. Bo s
Kevorkov, the ethnic Armenian ruler of Mountainous Karabal;.h Ais
tonomous Region under Aliev, was seen by the Armenian populad r;
s a puppet loyal to Baku, and not a legitimate leader. P

A S 1.4

0.9 - 08 1

.Ethni\.:.composi;ion of Mounl;ai K : | | .
: nous Karabakh Auto ion, i
sands'and in percentage of the total. romous feglon, in thot
mc?z{uag inhabitants of Karabakh, and the intelligentsia of Yer-
. ll L not stay indifferent towards the situation of Mountainous
akh and its political status subordinated to Baku. As early as
205 Armenians in Karabakh and the regions around formed an

kam Ayvazian, Nakbichevan, Yerevan: Hushart
: o, \ : san, 1995, p. 7; Mikhail Gor-
b:‘:.he“ ﬂ/feniazrs, Lonclfm: Bantam Books, 1995. Chemyacquuotes EG«;II:)acl;)t:rv
yin;g that thi Armpnian population there [Nakhichevan} dropped from 40
: k per cent.” Anatoly Chernyaev, My Six Years With Gorbachev, Universi
ark: Penn State University Press, 2000, pp. 182-3. ) i
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underground organization aiming at the unification of Karabakh with
ncighbouring Soviet Armenia. Even under Stalin there were protests
against keeping Karabakh—as well as Nakhichevan—under Azerbai-
jani rule. Aghasi Khanjian, the First Secretary of the Armenian CP, is
reported to have worked towards the restoration of those two prov-
inces to Armenia. His efforts led to clashes with Betia, who shot him
dead in his Thilisi office in 1936.% This did not restrain his successor at
the head of the Armenian CP, Harutunian, from continuing efforts to
call Moscow to revise the frontiers between Armenia and Azerbaijan
and attach Karabalh to Armenia. In 1962, 2,500 signatures were col-
lected by Karabakh Armenians and sent to Khrushchev denouncing
Azerbaijan’s discriminatory policies. This started a series of petitions.
from the region addressed to Moscow, and supported by thousands
of signatures.® Another petition sent to Nikita Khrushchev in 1964
complained of the “repopulating the Armenian villages of Martuni
and Mars with Azérbaijanis” and added twelve points of specific griev-.
ances: it concluded: “We request a prompt decision so as to rein-
corporate Mountainous Karabagh and all adjacent Armenian regions
into the Armenian SSR, or to make them part of RSFSR {Russian

Soviet Federal Socialist Republic].”

There was unanimity between Soviet Armenian officials and the po- -
litical dissidents around the Karabakh question. With the formation

of the Yerevan branch of the “Helsinki Group” to oversee the applica-

tion of the Helsinki Final Act signed in 1975, the issue of the rights :
of Karabakh Armenians was one among others related to violations of

human rights in Soviet Armenia.

5 Chyistopher Walker, “The Armenian Presence in Mountainous Karabagh”, | .

John ER. Wright, Suzanne Goldenberg and Richard Schofield (eds), Transcii:
casus Boundaries, London: UCL Press, 1996, p. 103. :

6 Claire Mouradian, Arménie, de Staline & Gorbachev, bistoive d'une républigue

sovidtique, Paris: Ramsay, 1990, pp. 254-5.
7 This letter was weitcen on 19 May 1964, and first published in the Diaspor

publication The Armenian Review, Boston, Autumn 1968, See Gerard Libarid

ian, The Karabagh File, Documents and Facts on the Question of Mountairo

Karabagh 1978-1988, Cambridge: The Zoryan Institute, March 1988, pp

6. )
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Karabakh in the age of reforms

In the age of glasnoss, Armenian mobilization around the Karabakh
cause could only intensify. Armenian intellectuals living and working in
Yerevan, such as Zori Balaian, or those working in Russia, such as C;gor—
ba.chev’s economic consultant Abel Aganbekian or the historian Sergei
Mikoyan, increased their declarations in all-Union publications, as \fell
as foreign ones, about the Karabakh issue. Delegations from Step)anakert
or Yerevan took turns to go to Moscow to express their dissatisfaction
and their complaints received a certain attention. One report mention;
a Karabakh Armenian delegation led by the filmmaker Edmond Keos-
eyan carrying a “petition signed by close to 100,000” persons, meetin
high ranking officials in Moscow who later put “forward thc,ir case tg
the Committee of Nationalities for their evaluation.” On 12 Februa
1988 a delegation of Karabakh intelligentsia flew to Moscow and rz
sented to the Kremlin sixty thousand signatures demanding the Lmiili)ca-
tion of their Autonomous Region with Soviet Armenia.’ A New York
. Times article talked of three separate delegations carrying petitions to
- Moscow. The first delegation composed of 12 people went to Moscow
n November 1987, while the sccond met a non-voting member of the
olitbure, Pyotr Demichev, in the Kremlin; he later considered the de-
: mands of the delegation “neither anti-Soviet nor nationalistic.”'® ‘The
hird delegation made its pilgrimage to Moscow in “early” Fe:bruai
and found an even warmer reception. “When they came back ch’
were celebrating their victory,” said Mofses Gargisyan, editor of,a dis)j
dent magazine in Yercvan. “They really thought they had won.™"

- As the tension in Stepanakert rose, demonstrations in Yerevan became
more frequent, and delegations from Armenia and Karabakh regularly vis-
the centre of Soviet power demanding the application of “Leninist”

“Report of a Karabagh delegation Meeting wi i i

_ 2 th § i ”
- Asbarez, Los Angeles, 21 January 1988, &Y oviet official in Mosco”
: P[akur, }f’éththhmc/a, Yerevan: Arevik, 1990, p. 6 (in Armenian). It is not
clear whether t it :
e sr e January and Pebruary petitions are one and the same, or two
I;elicitx Barringer and Bill Keller, “A test of change explodes in Soviet”, New
?rk Tirmes, 1? March 1988. The quote comes from Igor Muradyan, a mt:.mber
-0 thc.delegarmn and an early leader of the Karabakh Movement in Yerevan

o New York Times, 11 March 1988. |
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principles of nationalities policy in the case of Karabakh. Armenian activ-
ises and intellectuals had the perception that Moscow was at last listening
to them, that they could solve this problem through constitutional ways,
and within the limits of Soviet legality. They naively thought that their
national demands coincided with the official policies articulated around
peresiroika and glasnost. In the meantime, a new event took place that
became a milestone in the mobilization of the Armenians of Karabakh.
On 20 February 1988 the Soviet of the Mountainous Karabakh Autono-
mous Region met in a special scssion to discuss the increasing tension
within the region. After heated debates, the Karabakh Soviet adopted a
resolution by the vote of 110 out of a total of 140 deputies demanding
“o transfer the Autonomous Region of Mountainous Karabagh from the
Azerbaijani S. S. R. to the Armenian S.S. R’ For Levon Ter-Petrossian,
this was a unique event where a “state structure could adopt an inde-
pendent decision™? without previous orders from above, from Moscow.
When the news reached Yerevan, small environmentalist activists who
were demonstrating against the construction of a new chemical plant in
one of the suburbs of Yerevan swelled immediately and in a couple of days

attracted hundreds of thousands. They gathered at the Opera Squate in.

support of the Karabakh Soviet demand for miyatsoum, or unification in
Armenian.™ Thus an autonomous political movement came into being,

independent from the official party-state-KGB structures of the Soviet

Union, and in the following few years had not only a deep impact on the

politics of the Transcaucasus, but also a transformative effect throughout

the Soviet Union.

Karabakh, Southern Azerbaijan and the Baku intellz’gentsia. :

While for Armenian intellectuals and dissidents the issue of Karab.ak_h__

was a topic of mobilization, for Azerbaijani intellectuals it did not have

12 The text of the resolution was published in Sovetakan Gharabagh, Stepanakert
21 February 1998. An English translation can be found in Libaridian, The K«
rabagh File, op. cit., p. 90. See also Chorbajian e al., The Cancasian Knot, ‘op
cit., p. 149. 17 deputies voted against and 13 abstained. The English transiatio
of the text of the resolution can be found in the same book, on p. 180.

13 Author interviéw with Levon Ter-Petrossian, Yerevan, 18 December 2004 '

14 According to press reports, up to 1 million demonstrated in Yerevan by the la
week of February 1988, See William Faton, «1 Million Reportedly Take Part
Protests Continue in Armenia”, Los Angeles Times, 26 February 1988. :
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the same significance in Soviet times. Uniil the start of mass mobiliza-
tion in Stepanakert and Yerevan in 1988, the question of Karabakh
did not constitute part of the Azerbaijani national agenda. Karabakh
was part of Azerbaijan, and the official policies of Baku were enough to
counter Armenian actions; there was no need for independent mobili-
zation within the Azerbaijani intelligentsia and broader social circles
Qusside a handful of historians, who were engaged in debates with theh"
Armenian colleagues about the ethnic, linguistic and cultural identicy of
lost tribes of the Caucasus in early history and the Middle Ages, or the
ethnic composition of Karabakh and Zangezur in the 19% century and
population movements in those regions, the larger public—even the
greater part of the Azerbaijani intelligentsia—did not take notice of the
existence of such a debate. In mainstream Azerbaijani art and literature
the Russo-Persian wars of the early 19% century, and the “division” of
Azerbaijan as a result of the Treaty of Turkmanchai (1828), was the
_ dominant theme, and the cornerstone of Azerbaijani national identity.
E.:S_‘uc;h expressions of nationalism, directed against Iran and not against
:.-'Russia, were not only tolerated but actively encouraged by Moscow, as
a Soviet foreign policy instrument to influence Iran and formulate t,er-
itorial claims towards it. “Soviet Azerbaijani incellectual publications
ndicated that the subject of the connection between Azerbaijanis in
he north and the south was of constant interest throughout the post-
World War II period. These writings, produced primarily for readers
n the republic of Soviet Azerbaijan, were published almost exclusively
_Azerbaijani and rarely in Russian.”" The ofhcial institutions in Az-
. b:.;_tij._an encouraged raising of the “South Azerbaijan” problem, and a
nain centre for publicizing this issue was the Azerbaijan Writers Union
ce many of its members had been active in Iran under Soviet c.ci
qfion.m For example, during a congress of the Azerbaijani Writers’
nion in 1986, Ismayil Shikhli argued for incorporating themes from

* Brenda Shaffer, Borders and Brethren, Iran and the Challé i
‘ frer, A allenge of Azerb, j -
- tity, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002, p. 72. g of Arerbeioe lden

: Pavid Niss.n-fan, The Saviet Union and Iranian Azerbaijan, The Use of National-
ism ﬁr Political Penetration, Boulder, CO: Westview, 1987, pp. 46-7. Shaffer
: {nent-lor;; tlhat an outspokel: champion of unification between the two Azerbai-
“jans in Baku was none other than Mirza Ibrahimov, a long term h

official Writer's Union. In Brother and Brethren, p. 72. § term head of the
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Southern (Iranian) Azerbaijan into Soviet Azerbaijani literature.” ‘The

debate about the separation of Azerbaijan between “porth” and “south”

and between two foreign empires, Russian and Persian, was the domi-

nant debate among Azerbaijani intellectuals until February 1988, while
the problem of Karabalkh and the rivalry with Armenia was a marginal
one. In December 1989 thousands of Azerbaijani demonstrators, led
by the Popular Front of Azerbaijan, gathered in several spots near the
Soviet-Iranian border in the Nakhichevan Autonomous Republic, at-
tacked border posts and burned them down, and crossed the Arax river
to the other side, to Iran. Many chanted slogans for the unity between
“north and south Azerbaijan”. With the emergence of the Karabakh
problem the political context changed dramatically, and the question of
“southern Azerbaijan” was pushed to the background under the pressure
of developing events. It is difficult to imagine what the consequences
would have been had the Azerbaijani national movement developed in
the absence of the Karabakh factor, pouring its energies and mobilized
masscs to the other side of the Arax river, and clashing with the guard-
ians of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The question of “southern” Azerbaijan remains on the political agen-
da for many Azerbaijani political activists. Nizami Guliev, 2 member of
the Milli Majlis (Azerbaijani parliament) and an activist of the Popular
Front of Azerbaijan, stressed the importance of unifying the two parts of

Azerbaijan. For Guliev, this unification should be seen in the context of
“collapse of empires”, like the unification of the two parts of Germany.:

“The Popular Frone is just in its struggle for the unification of the two

parts of _I‘Ciléi Azeri people. The thirteen million Azeris have the right 16~
»19 He added that this could:

their Ianguagc and to practice their culture.

happen as a result of democratic developments within [ran.

Not only did the Armenian and Azerbaijani intelligentsias have dif-
ferent perceptions about their natjﬂog;ﬁ problems _u_n(isg_g_h_c;,,,Sgyigﬂg,_i_re‘- ;

17 Mark Saroyan, Minorities, Mullabs and Modernity: Res/mping Community in the
Farmer Soviet Union, University of California International and Area Studies:

Digital Collection, Research Sexies #95, 1997, p. 220. Internet address: hrtp:
repositories.cdlib.org/uciaspubs/ research/95/ '

18 Shireen Hunter, “Azerbaijan: Search for Identiry” in Ian Bremmer and Ray

Taras {eds), Nutions and Politics in the Sovier Successor States, Cambridge Un
versity Press, 1993, pp. 229-30. ' -
19 Author interview with Nizami Guliev, Baku, 2 July 1999.
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gime, and different perceptions of the situation of Karabalh; they did
not have instruments and channels for negotiations to regulate existin
problems, nor any means for restraint once the conflict erupted 'Hn%
role of mediation had been fulfilled for seven decades by the Mo.scow
authorities. The Azerbaijani feadership was ill-equipped to articulate
a position in response to the Armenian demands. In a characteristic
manner Ayaz Mutalibov, a high-level Azerbaijani party official, said in
answer to the questions of a TASS correspondent: “In many ,areas of
national economy, Nagorno-Karabagh, in which Armenians make up
the majority, is noticeably ahead of the average indicators of the entire
republic.”® He added: “There are more kindergartens, hospital beds
and libraries per capita of its population compared to an average in
Azcrb.aij?n."’ * In other words, for the Baku authorities discussions and
negotiations were not on the agenda.

Sumgait: the birth of the Kavabakh conflict

: ﬁere are individual events that come t{g;riéggy\decade long conflicts.
- 'The operation of the Colombian Army 1;1May 1964 in Marquetalia

not only led to the birth of FARC (the Colombian Armed Revolution-
ary Forces) but also set into motion a conflict which is now over four
dé@ades old. The attack in Ain al-Remmane, a suburb of Beirut, against
2 bus full of pro-Palestinian activists on 13 April 1975 led to thf: ﬁ%teen-
'}@}r—long “little wars” of Lebanon. Describing those events is a difficult
't'a's_k' for a historian, because time has transformed them into potent
olitical symbols. According to a Colombian researcher, even the name
f the operation launched by the Colombian army in Marﬁuetaiia is the
b;ect of one of the most passionate debates in Colombian historiog-
hy.” The reason is that it has become the founding myth not only gf
~conflict, but also of the political waditions that emerged out of the
'd confrontation and developed as institutions under the legitimacy
1§':f0unding myth. Any interpretation given by the historian could

: 'th'e positions defended by one side of the conflict or the other,

“'T_.'ASS, 23 February 1988, reprinted in Libaridian, op. cit.,, p. 99.
“1hid., p. 100. :

gduardn? Pizarro.Leougomez, “Le mythe fondateur des FARC”, translated into
French in Courrier International, Paris, No. 711, 17-23 June 2004, p. 12
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and can potentially be seen as defending the new political system that
took power after the events, or criticizing it.
" “The bloody events in Sumgait in the last thrce days of February 959
have played a similar role in the Karabakh conﬂ{ct. The. ﬁrst blf.:)od les
spilled in Sumgait, turning a PQ].jtiCﬁ.l_Can{Ql}t?.QQg Whlch was, _Jy_‘g,t“:t_g -
ing form into a violent one, Before Sumgait, it was possible to imagine a
dews ex maching intervening and calming the passions, proposing com-
promises, or imposing a new order. After Sumgait, such an eventflahty
became hardly possible. Sumgait opened the doors of Caucasus history
into the unknown, launching an adventure that broketheold rulesof
the political games, without defining new ones. While trying to dcsc-:rxbe
the events of Sumgait, one is confronted with two sets of qucétlons.
First, was Sumgait an “explosion” of passions, a spontaneous action by
uncontrolled and uncontrollable masses, or was it plannfx.l :.11.1d organ-
ized? And, if it was a planned event, who bears the rcsponsxbliaty—who

could possibly organize such an action, and what political forces had an

interest in it? et
According to Garry Wills, any analysis of war has to consider three

stages in its development: “he causes of war; the conduct of war, and

the consequences of war.”® What Wills considers as the ca.uses of war
in itself could be divided into two distinct parts; the first is the back-
ground of war, various historic, cultural, economic faf:tors th‘:lt lead to
the building up of antagonistic sides and a rise in tension, which cr.eatg
general conditions for violence.to take place; the sts:cond is a conscious
effort by a group of people who profic from changing political circum-

stances to advance a programme, of try to preserve the existing political
axrimETAE thmugh1:heus¢::0f violence. This use of violence, 1n}t13_1__l_);
intended as ‘precise and limited in dme and space, .bf_:grs_ the m?’lgga
changing the rules of the existing political orcller._lgstgb_l}s_hed_t_}};g far, e

creating an atmosphere of fear and un(tr_t_?{;a}_gt.y,”_‘t_hu? sparking a lqu_
and Bloody conflice. Whilea large part of conflict studies has focused on

the second stage, the conduct of war after it stasts, it is highly importa

to study the causes of war. For Wills, to study a just war, one hqs_:._to ._:
embark on its causes, since once a way erupts 1t1s extremely dl]‘_:ﬁcult..,. £
not impossible, to keep it under control and not to reach extreme p.r.a_c_—

23 Garry Wills, “What Is a Just War?” New York Review of Books, Volumef_ 51
Number 18, 18 November 2004. - ; :
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tices and hurt innocents or destroy their property, thus questioning the
moral high pround of the warring sides.

Now, what exactly happened in Sumgait is naturally controversial.
There are “facts” that are contested by some, while others propose a
different set of alternative facts, or different interpretations for the same
facts. Eventually, each side of the conflict has a diffetent version of the
events, to defend its own position in the conflict. Moreover, research-
ers and commentators, whether from the region or from outside, con-
sciously or not, have defended one version or another of the events in
Sumgait, and by doing so have revealed their symparhies towards one
of the conflict sides. _

As we have seen, the peaceful campaign to transfer Karabakh to the
Armenian SSR led to mass mobilization in Armenia in February 1988,
starting with the vote of the Karabalh Soviet on 20 February that led to
demonstrations il the next days in Stepanakert and Yerevan. In a short
time, Several isolated clashes led to a chain reaction and a major explo-
sion of violence. Even before Sumgait, several dispersed acts of violence

Were répoi'téd. Two days after the resolution of the Karabakh Soviet, anti-

Armenian disturbances broke out in the town of Hadrut in Nagorno-Ka-
rabakh, injuring sixteen and killing two. On the same day, 22 February
1988, the head of the Azerbaijani Communist Party, Kyamran Bagirov,
arrived at Aghdam. On the same day also a group of Azerbaijanis moved

‘to the neighbouring Armenian town of Askeran, on their way to Stepana-
‘kert, burning down property and overturning cars. The Soviet press re-
‘ports that the “first outburst occurred i Azerbaidzhan’s Agdam Districe
) Nationaﬁsticﬁ[);miﬁ&iﬁéa" éléfﬁéjﬁé.g_".manégcd- to assemble a crowd

nd lead it to Askeran District in Nagorno-Karabakh ‘to establish order.”

‘Asa result of the clash two people were killed and many were hospitalized

ith injuries.” "The two killed were young Azerba_ij;x_njs from Aghdam,
robably killed by police officers. For many Azerbaijani authors this was
the first blood” and therefore the responsibility of the initiation of the . -

loody conflict should go to the Armenian side.”

The article is signed by Yu. Arakelyaﬁ, Z. Kadymbekov and G. Ovcharenke:
“Emotion and Reason”, Pravde, 21 March 1988. English text in: The Current
Digest of the Soviet Press (herealter CDSP), XL, No. 12, 1988, p. 9. '

Taleh Ziyadov, “Eine Vergessene Tragddie Im Kaukasus”, 7, Zurich, No. 3,
2003, pp. 14-16; Adil Baguirov, “Top 5 Myths Circulating about the Nagorno-
Katabakh Conflict”, Azerbaijan International Magazine, Baku, Spring 1998.
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In the same days, high level officials from Moscow arrived in Baku,
Stepanakert, and Yerevan. Among them were Georgi Razumkovsky and
Pyotr Demichev (who met an Armenian delegation eatlier in February
1988 in Moscow), both Politburo candidate members, arriving in Step-
anakert on 22 February; Alexander Katusev, the deputy Attorney Gen-
eral of the USSR, in Baku; and the Moscow envoys Viadimir Dolgikh
and Anatoly Lukyanov who arrived at the same time in Yerevan. Katu-
sev in Baku and Dolgikh in Yerevan made somewhat strange burt quite
similar statements to the local media. On 27 February Katusev said on
Balcu radio that “as a consequence of those disorders, two inhabitants of
Aghdam district ... fell victim to murder.”? Katusev gave two names,
both Azerbaijani.”” It is difficult to attribute this to human error, since
the text of the declaration was seen by the First Secretary of the Kara-
bakh Regional Party Committee, Henrik Poghosian, “who insisted that
the mention of the victim’s nationality be removed from the announce-
ment. Poghosyan explained to Katusev that isolated from other relevant
facts the announcement would cause grave consequences” . Dolgikh
made a similar declaration in Yerévan, telling Armenian TV that there
were “clashes in Karabakh between Armenians and Azeris; there are
casualties.”® As we shall see later, the declarations played a fatal role in

the eruption of violence.
Sumgait, an industrial city situated on the Caspian coast to the north

of Baku, was inhabited by 223,000 people of a mix of ethnicities, includ-"
ing a substantial Armenian minotity (15-20,000). Built in the 1940s, it

was then populated by Azerbaijanis who were deported there from Ar-

menia as Stalin was making space for Armenian repatriates after World:-
War 1. Other Azerbaijani families had moved there only recently, in:

26 New York Times, 11 March 1988. N
27 Robin Lodge, “Moscow Reports New Violence in Troubled Transcaucasia’
Reuters, Moscow, February 29, 1988. According to this report, the two victims
are: “two youths aged 16 and 23 {...) It was clear from the names of the victims
Bakhtar Uliyev and Ali Gadzhiyev, that they were Azerbaijanis.” L '_
28 Samuel Shahmuratian (ed.), The Sumgair Tragedy, Pogroms against Armenians i
Soviet Azerbaijan, Volume 1, Zoryan Institute, MA, 1990, p. 4. This volune

based on interviews with Sumgait survivors a few months after the events, gives:

a graphic description of the pogrom. =
29 From Kommunist, Yerevan, 25 February 1988, quoted in: Igor Nolyain, “Mos
cow's initiation of the Azeri-Armenian conflict”, Central Asian Survey, 13 (4)

pp. 541-63, 1994 (p. 541).
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the 1980s.%° A creation of rapid Soviet industrialization efforts, the city
suffered from a deep social crisis, including unemployment and housing
problems. According to the Azerbaijani official paper of 1 March, “On
February 28 a group of hooligan elements provoked disturbances in
Sumgait. There were instances of outrages and violence.” Under the title
“Communique” the paper did not give any details about who were the
“hooligans”, nor about the identity or the number of the victims, but
concluded: “Measures have been taken to normalize life in the ciry...”*
On 3 March, the same newspaper added some information: “Unstable
and immarture people who fell under the influence of provocative ru-
mours and inflammatory talk about the events in Nagorno-Karabakh
and Armenia were drawn into illegal actions.” And: “Tragic events oc-
curred, and there were fatalities.” Two days later Pravda added that
the number of those killed was 31, “among them people of various
nationalities.” The number tose to 32 dead, 197 injured (among them
“about” 100 policemen), and 47 arrested.*

A long article in Pravda on 21 March studied extensively, for the
first time the background of the conflict in Karabakh.® It mentioned
the complex history of the province, and emphasized that the status of
the province was only decided in 1923, taking into “consideration first

_and foremost which republic will enable the region to develop more
: rapidly in economic and social respects”; this decision, it went on, did
.;ot put an end to controversy over the issue, which efuptcd— “again
‘and again” each time “Armenian leaders stood to benefit by distract-
ing public actention from the numerous unsolved economic and social

- problems...” After criticizing the Communist old guard of Armenia
2]

230 Audrey L, Alestadt, The Azerbaijani Turks, Power and Identity Under Russian
Rude, Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 1992, p. 197.

Bakinsky Rabochi, “Communique”, 1 Marcl i fon i
A que”, arch 1988. English tr
e nglish translation in

Bakinsky Rabochi, “On the Situation in Sumgait”, 3 March 19 i
- ,“On , 88.E ans-
fation in CDSE XL, No. 9, 1988, p. 9. ¥ N nglil s

Pravea, 5 March 1988; in CDSP, XL, No. 9, 1988, p. 9.

34 “In the USSR Prosecutor’s Office”, Pravda, 22 March 1988, in CDSP, X1, No
12, 1988, p. 11. ' R

'}'he arl[icle is signed by Yu. Arakelyan, Z. Kadymbekov and G. Ovcharenko;
Em70t910n and Reason”, Pravda, 21 March, 1988, in CDSP, X1, No. 12, 1988,
pp. /-7- )

101



-WAR AND PEACE IN THE CAUCASUS

and the egoistic nationalism of the demonstrators, the article admitted
that real “problems exist” and listed some: “We were told that even now
{...) Azerbaidzhan’s executive agencies still stifle local initiative, that
capital investments in Nagorno-Karabakh are lower per capita than in
other parts of the republic, that arbitrary orders ‘from above’ in Baku
climinated the study of the history of the Armenian people in Armenian
language schools, and even the program of cultural ties with Armenia
has to be approved by republican departments.” Eventually focusing on
current events, the newspaper reported that violence first erupted when
a crowd from Aghdam moved towards Askeran (a town in Karabalh,
half-way between Stepanakert and Aghdam) igniting clashes. As a result
“two people were killed” and many more injured. And: “The events of
Sumgait were more awful.” A certain “General V. Krayev” was quoted
as saying, “There would have been more casualties if the residents hadn’t
helped us.” This strange information about a Soviet general present in
Sutngait during the tragic events, according to Pravda, while the Soviet

army failed to stop a pogrom carried out by a mob armed with knives

and chains creates ground for suspicion.

The declaration of “General V. Krayev” about Sumgait civilians help-
ing the army to put down the violence is equally bizarre. But as we
saw earlier, the reports in the Soviet media wete often political essays
rather than journalistic reporting, written in political organs in offices

far away from the actual events,
of it

my sighature beneach the dishonest materials of the Communist Party,
you havd insulted me before the whole country.” o
But who were those “hooligans”

Nolyain refers to several sources to show that the criminals in Sumgai

came from alhover Azerbaijan. He quotes a Russian dissident, Andrei

Shelkov, who Went to Sumgait just after the cvents, as saying “the vio-
lence was the work of Azeris who came to Sumgait from throughot

36
23 March 1988.
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and full of contradiction. This long .

article in Pravda scems to have been written by shadow authors: one
“3uthors”, Yari Arakelyan, later disavowed any knowledge of or -
invol¥ement in this article, protesting to the Pravda editors: “By putting -

who perpetrated the crimes, and
why did the police or the army not intervene carlier? In his paper, Igor’

Felicity Barringer, “Pravda writer disavows article on Armenia,” New York Times;
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Azerbaijan.”” The army seems to have arrived only “three to five days”
after the pogrom started, although even a small force was enough to
stop a ctiminal group of fifty people from continuing the rampage for
several days. Strangely enough, while the local police stood still, and
troops from other garrisons took several days to arrive to a town in
turmoil, the Deputy Interior Minister of the USSR, Nikolai Demidov,
was quoted saying that he himself “wert to Sumgait during the clashes .
adding that the local militia “proved to be not up to the job”.® Was d;ﬁ:
Deputy Minister in Sumgait during the clashes to evaluate the func-
tioning of the local police force? Why could he not manage to bring
in forces from Baku or even from Russia for three days? Was Katusev's
declaration of Azerbaijanis’ deaths an artempt to stir up trouble? At least
this is what foreign journalists thought a few days later: “It is considered
highly likely that the disclosure of the two Azerbaijani deaths led to the
violence in Sumgait and Kirovabad.” For Nolyain, it is clear thar the
events in Sumgait were organized and monitored by the centre, with
the knowledge of the head of the state, and Katusev’s declarations to
Baku Radio were the clear signal: “It divulges Moscow’s double ulterior
aim: to calm the Armenians while bloodying them, and to leak that Az-
eris are moved by ‘“ethnic hatred’ and not by the KGB provocateurs.”®
- He fitted this into a more general policy of Russia towards its colonies:

“ Many reporters and Sovietologists apparently don’t know that ‘a history of con-
flict predating’ i insti

. I; datl?g the USSR includes the same method to instigate the Caucasian
.: peoples against each other. In the 18% and 19 centuries, tsars used the same
“ technique to subjugate the Caucasus.”

* But the KGB’s acts—whether with the knowledge of the Soviet Po-
litburo or without—cannot on their own write the history of the Cau-
asus. If the Armenian and Azerbaijani intelligentsias had rejected the
lqgic of inter-ethnic conflict and had a different vision of how to solve
the real and difficult political questions that the transformation of the

Igor Nofya.in “Moscow’s Initiation of the Azeri}Armen' ict”
. s - ian Conflict”, Ci i
Asian Survey, 13 (4), pp. 541-63, 1994, p. 542. e

Reuters, 18 April 1988,

Felcity Barringer, “Soviet Asrmenians mourn their dead” )
March 1998, ourn theit dead”, New York Times, 9

Igor Nolyain, “Moscow’s initiation of the Azeri-Armenian conflice”, p- 558,
Nolyain, p. 559. -
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- repeated elsewhere in the coming months, in Kirovabad (Ganja), Baku,
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USSR was posing, they could have tried a different political develop-
ment other than ethnic violence. _

What was lacking in Baku in those crucial days was an outright
mobilization to condemn those acts of massacre, and thus dissociate
Azerbaijan from the crime just committed. Instead, Ziya Busiyatov ac-
cused the victims®, reflecting the opinions of a leading histprian and
the intellectual mood in Baku. In face of the immensity of th develop-
ments, the only explanation was to think in categories of ploty. A more
powerful argument, which has found resonance until today, i the one
put forward by another historian, Igrar Aliev. He consider that the
pogroms in Sumgait were a reaction to Armenian actions:

Days-long meetings in Yerevan, eyewitness stories about persecutiops and vie-
lence against Azerbaijanis living in Armenia, led to a group of rootless elements,
who had no relation to the Azerbaijani people, succeeding in proyocation ofa
part of the youth to commit public disturbances. . A2

What Igrar Aliev recounts here later took the shape offanother nar-
rative, which with time took on a life of its own, by beifig quoted and
re-quoted without any checking back to the original source. According
to this, the fifty or so “hooligans™ who committed the crimes in Sum-
gait were themselves victims, ethnic Azeri refugees from the Armenian

town of Ghapan. 'The position of Azerbaijani intellectuals 2
figures is h_ighlywi;ngortam;__instead. of condemning the acts of violence

in Sumgait and thus making it an isolated _c;%egt,_t_h_c:y justified the po- -
groms, or even accused the victims of being responsible for the acts of .

violence. Such a position was instrumental in having Sumgait events:

and many other localities. e
Western authors, wishing to take a “neutral” position in this inter=

cthnic conflict, have found it appropriate to present the initial act.of

violence as if it came from both sides. For one author looking at ways to

resolve the conflict, “Violence was unleashed, with each side claiming
that the other initiated the hostilities, Hundreds of thousands of refu-
gees were created as both Armenians and Azeris fled to avoid the fight.

42 Ziya Buniatov, “Pochimou Sumgaic?”, op. cit. _
43 Igrar Aliev, Nagorni Karabakh: Litoria, Fakti, Sobiti (in Russian: “Mountainott
Karabakh, History, Facts, Events”), Baku: Elm, 1989, p. 96:
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ing or were cxpelled or forced out.” The description is neutral-—and
Jacks precision—in an attempt by the author not to take sides. We are
unable 10 know who started the violence or where. Did violence start
in Sumgait with the pogroms of February 1988, or was it the result of
a furious Azerbaijani mob composed of refugees freshly arrived from
Armenia? WasSqr[}gmt action or reaction? An author, who has written
extensively on the Caucasus, is more precise and proposes the theme of
the refugees:

In January, large numbers of Azeris had fled their homes in Armenia due to
harassment; (...). In Azerbaijan, Baku radio reported that two Azeris had been
killed in Karabakh, and as a result counter-violence erupted and the ethnic
conflict (...} followed its own logic. This led to the pogrom of Sumgait, where
Azeri thugs, with the help of frustrated refugees from Armenia, attacked Arme-
nians in the dark industrial town of Sumgait....® .

For this narrative, the Sumgait pogrom was a reaction not to political

demands, but to violence from the Armenian*side. Thé auchor claims
that there were massive deportations of Azeris ffom Armeniz in Janu-
ary 1988, that is even before the resolution of the Karabakh Sovier (20
February) and the start of demonstrations in Stepanakert and Yerevan.
Yet, although Cornell’s narrative incorporates the Azerbaijani version of
events, he does not provide us with facts, and it is difficult to know his
sources. It is also very unlikely that “harassment” could cause the fleeing
.'of “large numbers” of people from their place of ofigin to a neighbour-
[ing country. In a later writing, the author mentions the possibility of
Azerbaijani refugees from Armenia, but diminishes its significance, and
influenced by Nolyain’s analysis tends to lean towards the possibility
f outside manipulation of this conflict: “The discussion on Sumgait is
difficult to conclude; the event remains a mystery and makes no sense.

Patricia Ca}‘ley, Nagorno-Karabakk Searching for a Selution, Washington-: United
States Institute for Peace, at: htrp:/fwww.usip.org/pubs/peaceworks/pwks25/
pwks25.himl

Svante E. Cornell, “Turkey and the Conflict in Nagorno : i

Balance,” Middle Eastern Studies Vol. 34, No. 1 Uafuary Ilggrg)tji{;.ﬁg Zh%}tz
.autho'r expressed a similar position a year later: “During 1988, ethnic Clézans—
ing first in Armenia and later in Azerbaijan developed unhindered...” without
presenting any facts about how, when, where, and how many people were dis-
Rlac:ldﬁyant-e Cornell, “The Devaluation of the Concepr of Autonomy: Na-
) 1t\1]<:’1:12’ 1 91r91;]r1;1ci ;g.the Former Soviet Union”, Central Asian Survey, Vol. 18,
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There was no ﬂ@izcd Azeri ethnic nationalism to speak of on 26
February k98/8.”46
It igtrue that Azerbaijanis suffered discrimination in Armenia as Ar-
menians did in Azerbaijan all through the Soviet period, and there was
regular migration of Azerbaijanis from Armenia to Azerbaijan to seek
better living conditions. But one cannot fﬁiﬁg;{;‘iﬁ’gg@ggs__gf‘ mass, ethnic vio-
lence citber in Armenia or in Averbaijan untll ate February 1988, that
is until the Sumgait pogroms.

“Similar positions are defended by Azerbaijani authors: these com-
mentators consider that Sumgait was not the main event, that the trig-
ger to the conflict should be seen as the killing of the two Azerbaijanis in
Askeran, four days earlier: “...even before these murders, there was the

| fact of expulsion of Azerbaijani population from Armenia, particalarly
! from the Megri and Kafan districts, by February 1988 numbering in
| thousands, even according to official statistics.””” Sometimes in the im-
agination of some authors roles are reversed. Adil Baguirov writes that
“Armenian nationals actively participated in the mob” and adds to this

KGB involvement, while “Azerbaijan and its people” wete meanwhile |

in Baku and elscwhere “involved in saving the lives of many of their
Armenian neighbours.”® It is well documented that Azerbaijanis in

Sumgait, as well as later in the Baku pogroms, did save thei_r"lﬂ;}ﬁﬁ%r}_i_gn.

fner;c@andﬂelbour& by hiding them in

ﬁ/rovidir-ié")ﬁi‘em protection in various forms. Baguirov is not mention-
ing this to underline the numerous cases of solidarity Azeris expressed’
rowards their Armenian neighbours, but is trying to make victims int_é-’
criminals, which has nothing to do with any attempt to understand past -
events and is not any special expression of political wisdom; it is simply
a pro pgggi}dgﬁfﬂ)_t; that 11anLELLEEElX.E%EiQE§§A.§!§.,Fhe historic distance_

between the present and those dark days widens. i
One should add that in February 1988 there was no violence com:
mitted in Armenia, to generate Azerbaijani refugees. The demonstra

tions in Armenia in early 1988, and until the pogroms: in Sumgait,

46 Syante Cornell, Small Nations and Great Powers, A Study of Ethnopolitical Con
flict in the Cancasus, London: Curzon, 2001, p. 83. B
Adil Baguiroy, “Top 5 Myths Circulating abourt the Nagorno-Karabalh Co

fict”, Azerbaijan Internasional Magazine, Baku, Spring 1998, e

Ibid.
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remained peaceful and within the limits of civil disobedience. As the
demonstrations were gaining volume in Yerevan’s Opera Square, and
days before the pogrom in Azetbaijan, Gorbachev received the poetess
Silva Kaputikian and the journalist Zori Balaian, to discuss the Kara-
bakh situation. Gorbachev himself acknowledged the peaceful nature
of the demonstrations, “noting with approval that the crowds marching
through the streets hushed when they passed a hospital, o avoid dis-
turbing patients.”®

Three Armenian politicians who played key role in the late 1980s
as leaders of the Karabakh Movement had different interpretations of
“why Sumgait?” For Levon Ter-Petrossian, the leader of the Karabakh
Committee and later the first President of independent Armenia, the

Sumgair events “turned the constitutional process to physical clashes.
(...} Until then, we believed that if the Soviet Union Wasgomg towards
democratization those questions had to be opened.™ Although Sum-
gait dramatically changed the context of the Karabakh problem, Ter-
Petrossian belicves that it was organized “neither by Moscow, nor by
Baku”. What about the passivity of police and armed forces for several
_'-dgys? “There could have been provocations by GRU,* or others. The
ocal police and authorities collaborated in the events. (...) And as for
Moscow being late by three days in intervening, I do not find in this

ariy organized element, we know that the state was badly organized.

Look at Beslan and Nord Ost.”* He added that in those dramatic days

ths__Politburo in Moscow “had difficulties o take decision” due to the

iforeseen developments in the Caucasus.

."-V__azgen Manukian, the former mathemarics professor who became

“ideologuc” of the Karabakh Movement, was one of the most in-

fli }}tiai leaders of contemporary Armenian politics. He said, “[Sum-

New Yark Times, 11 March 1988.
~ Anthor interview with Levon Ter-Petrossian, Yerevan, 18 December 2004,
GRU: mifitary intelligence.

“ Beslan and Nord Ost were terrorist operations launched by Chechen fighters
on the territories of the Russian Federation, the first in a school in the town of
: Besfla.n in North Ossetia in September 2004, and the second in a Moscow thea-
“tre in Ocrober 2002. In both cases the reaction of the Russian Special Forces
: v&fas_hcavy handed and badly organized, and medical intervention to hclprthe
- victims was nearly non-existent. As a result, there were 344 civilian victims in
Beslan and the official death toll of civilian victims in Nord Ost was 129.
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gait] was organized. Armenians and Azeris lived in the Soviet Union
as neighbours, the existing, contradictions did not go-out of the limits
of daily life, and there was no hatred berween the two peoples. (...)
| the events were organized, whether it had

[ cannot say on what leve
or whether it was organized on the level of

reached up to Gorbachev,
Azerbaijani Central Comumittee First Secretary level, I do not have such
information, but it is clear that the events were organized.” For Manu-
kian, the problem of the Soviet leadership in those days was 1o reform
to restructure its political system, while at the
Communist Party. In
in the various

the countries’ economy,
same time trying not to lose its control over the
the Brezhnev era the party had turned into “khanates”
republics. In Central Asia, “cotton affairs” were a way to gain control
over the local party apparatus. In the Caucasus the way to break the
local clan structure was through inter-ethnic conflicts. “What concerns
the issuc of refugees from Ghapan, there is a mistake in chronology: it
was first the events in Sumgait, and only later Azeris from Ghapan were
expelled.”

Similarly, The Washington Post reported at the time that “incidents of
violence in Gafan [Ghapan] could not be confirmed by Soviet officials.
Armenians have flatly denied that any violence took place in connection
the official Soviet media also reported none.”

with their protests, and
another member of the Karabalch Committee,

Ashot Manucharian,

the fiery orator of the demonstrations in Opera Square-—the Trotsky of -

the Armenian demonstrations—also says Sumgait was organized, but
his analysis di
was organized by
bachev’s political project. Without the KGB it was impossible to or-
ganize such an event. In Az
even mobilization yet on the Kar

abakh issue.”” He added that ther

Author interview with Vazgen Manukian, Yerevan, 18 December 2004.

53

54 Tbid. .

55 Gary Lee, “Tensions Build as Ruling on Soviet Region Neass”, The Wﬂs/jing_taf_i
Post, 21 March 1988, .

56 Manucharian used the Armenian expression “gordz’”, which is the translati
From the Russian “dele”, which meant in the Soviet context a KGB organizel
plot to petsecute a suspicious person. Here Manucharian meant by “work’:
KGB organized plot. -

57 Interview with Ashot Manucharian, Verevan, 18 December 2004.
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ffers from previous ones. For Manucharian, the conflict -
the Soviet secret services “as a work® against Gor-.

erbaijan there were no organizations, not.
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were people both in Armenia and in Azerbaijan who had an interest
in the Karabakh issue, and the “KGB encouraged those people to mo-

bilize a larger movement. But very soon they lost the control over the
movement.”® Manucharian also said that the first forced migration of
ethnic Azerbaijanis from Armenia started as late as November 1988

afr the anti-Armenian pogrom i Kirovabad (now Ganja, the sccond
major urban centre in Azerbaijan). In the eaﬂf weeks of the Karabakh
Movement, Armenian . intellectuals and activists were very conscious
that they were treading a fine line between posing Armenian particular-
ist demands thanks to g!amqs_t__agd_hug_t‘ing” the reform movement by
their mass mobilization. According to Zori Balayan, a journalist and
writer and one of the early leaders of the Karabakh movement: “We
understand that all the demonstrations were a result of glasnost and
perestroika (...) Now, if we believe in glasnost and perestroika, we must
take care not to harm them by our actions.”

Among a number of Azerbajjani leaders, the idea that Sumgait was
organized as a result of a KGB plot is equally popular. For the leader
of the Azerbaijani Musavat Party, Isa Gambar, Sumgait was initiated

so that Moscow could leep its leverage on both Armenians and Az-
ris. “That pogrom was organized to drive a chgcmtoﬁltmc rela-

tions between Azeris and Armenians (...) unfortunately, when a secret
rganization conducts an operation on such a scale, there is no record

f proofs of their guilt -- these services know how to cover up their
rrongdoing.”

_Looking back at past events, one’s memory will necessarily be shroud-
d with interpretations and explanations that are relevant to. one’s un-
erstanding of the order of things, corresponding to one’s worldview.
the absence of hard documentary evidence, KGB reporis or Cen-
rgl Committee documents, it is impossible to completely dmystify
) event so charged with emotions. In the meanwhile, we cah do one
h g 1o study how Sumgait changed the course of the events, how dif-
ent sides reacted to it, used it, as we will see in the next part.

-Ibid.

_Bill Ke.ﬂm', “Armenians and Glasnost, Soviet press debate on regional discord
underlines party split on democratization”, New York Times, 28 March 1988.

. Jolyon Naegele, “Azerbaijan: Armenians and Azerbaijanis remember suffering”,

- Radio Free Eumpe/Radia Liberty, 2 March 1998,
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Looking at the larger picture of political manipulation in the last
years of the USSR, one can see that a KGB-prepared “provocation”
could suit the trend of events. ‘The Soviet secret services intervened in
the political domain to bend, blackmail, or discredit individuals and

organizations, and even provoke events, known as “active measutes’

or “special tasks”. Those methods were also used by the KGB in this
period, under the orders of the Soviet leadership. Andrew Wilson has
looked at Soviet leadership efforts through KGB agents to manipulate
dissident groups, create fake “opposition” parties controlled by agents,
and thus weaken any independent political initiative and narrow the
possibilities of their political action. As the USSR cancelled Article 6
of its constitution, which guatanteed the leading position of the CP,
and adopted a pluralistic political system, the KGB initiated a number
of “opposition” parties including the nationalist Pamyat (Memory), or
The Liberal Democratic Party of the Soviet Union—later of Russia—
led by the notorious Vladimir Zhirinovskii. That party was second only
to the CP to be registered as an official party by the Soviet administra-
tion. Its “Arst role was a fake liberal, not a fake nationalist, initially de-
signed to steal democratic votes”.® Other such operations, as suggested
by Wilson, included the launching of the hard-line Union (Soyuz) frac-
tion within the Soviet parliament,
lics, Moldova and Ukraine, and Intersoiuz in Uzbekistan, supporting
the preservation of the Soviet Union (December 1990), and possibly
the “Virtual Coup” of August 1991.% In this context, organizing a po-

grom in Sumgait to stifle the growing independent Armenian. political -
“In the eyes of the Kremlin;

activism does not seem out of context.

what happened in Sumgait was ‘hooliganism’, but what was going on in"
Armenia — mass mobilization, nationwide strikes and political demands .

- was much more dangerous.”®

The effect of Sumgait on the Armenian psyche was devastating,

¥ “Sumgait influenced us very strongly. Tt was like putting salt on out
We had already complexes linked with the 1915 Genocide,

i wounds.
Andrew Wilson, Virtual Politics, Faking Demacracy in the Post-Soviet
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005, p. 23.

Ibid., p. 27.
Alexie Zverey, “Echnic Conflict in the Caucasus 1988-1994” in Bruno Co
picters {ed.), Contested Borders in the Cancasns, VUD Press, 1996, pp. 21-2:;
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with our former history, and Sumgait made us understand that Soviet
Union was no guarantee against new massacres.”* The overlap between
the 1915 Genocide and the Sumgait pogrom was strongly emphasized
in the imagination of the Armenians, A number of the Sumgait victims,

and later the dead of the early clashes on the various fronts of Karabakh
or near the border with Nakhichevan, are buried in the park surround-
ing the memorial of the Genocide victims in Dzidzernakapert, in the
Armenian capital. And what power can mobilize people to go to war as

much as fear and victimization?

As the conflict unfolded, Azerbaijan acquired its own myth of vic-
timhood. During the entry of the Soviet army to Baku in January 1990
dozens of activists were killed, turning the whole population of Azerbai-
jan against Moscow and weakening the grasp of the Communist Party
in Khojali, a small

that remains a

over the republic. But even more, it is the mass

town near the irport in Mountainous, Ka

Pt g

wound until to ay.

- Moscow loses control

Whatcvcr Moscow’s role was in the Armenian mobilization for the uni-
“fcation of Karabakh with Armenia, and whatever its role in the Sum-
‘gait pogroms, in the following months its role in the Transcaucasus was
imited to desperate attempts at conflict management, while progres-
ively the Kremlin lost control over the events and over the political
processes in both Armentia and Azerbaijan. Whatever it tried to achieve,
whatever step it took, it backfired and weakened even more its hold over
e T'ranscaucasus. '
~ Moscow failed to punish those who initiated violence, whether in
'_LHx_igait or elsewhere. Soviet official papers initially reported up to 80
a'r{és’ted for “hooliganism” in Sumgait, but the trials were a pathetic
ow that did not satisfy the Armenian demands for justice, and mobi-
e_d{ Azerbaijani nationalism for the defence of the Sumgait “heroes”.
- failure of the Soviet authorities to punish severely the culprits later

989-90 inter-ethnic clashes took place in Abkhazia and South Os-

a'(as we will see later), as well as in Osh and Uzgen in southern

* Author interview with Vazgen Manukian, Yerevan, 18 December 2004,
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Kyrgyzstan between ethnic Uzbeks and Kyrgyz, and pogroms against
" Meskhetian Turks in the Uzbek part of the Ferghana Valley.® Although
those inter-ethnic clashes gave the central authorities room for some
shott-term manoeuvring, in the medium term they were catastrophic
for the image, prestige and power of the Soviet authorities, and under-
mined dramatically the legitimacy of the Soviet state.

According to Vazgen Manukian, in the Grst few days of the mass
demonstrations in Yerevan the Soviet Army was brought in there. “If
the army had the order to repress us, they could have put an end to the
movement right away, just like China did in Tiananmen. But either
Gorbachev did not want ot did not date to use force.”s Massive blood-
shed by the Red Army needed direct and clear orders from the master
of the Kremlin. Such an eventuality would have put final stop to the
logic of Gerbachevite reforms, of restructuring, transparency, democra-
tization, and better relations with Western democracies. Squeezed be-

tween the prerogatives of reform and the pressure of popular mobiliza-
tion in Yerevan, and later in other capitals of the Baltic States and the
rest of the Caucasus, Gorbachev’s policies were half-hearted measures of
political crisis management and the threat of repression.
The first decision the Kremlin took was to study Armenian demands.
On 23 March 1988, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet met to study
che situation in Mountainous Karabakh, and came to a decision re-
jecting the “recarving of national-state and national-administrative bor-
ders, which can lead to unpredictable consequences.. 67 In an carlier
article published two days earlier, the official Pravda had already given

the tone. It said that the Soviet leadership was not likely to accept any.
change of borders, since this would open the door for more demands of
border adjustments elsewhere in the Soviet Union. It would also disturb:
the existing administrative mechanisms, and have serious repercussions:

65 On the inter-ethnic clashes in Osh, see Valery Tishkov, Ethnicity, Nﬂrion.a!tls'

and Conflict in and After the Soviet Union, London: Sage, 1997, chapter 7 pp:

135-54; on the clashes in the Ferghana Valley between Uzheks and Meslchet

cee Kenneth Weisbrode, Central Burasia: Prize or Quicksand?, Contending Views
of Instabilisy in Kavabakh, Ferghana and Afghanistan, London: International In-

stitute for Stracegic Studies, Adelphi Paper 338, 2001, pp. 47-8.
66 Author interview with Vazgen Manukian, Yetevan, 18 Decembes 2004,

67 Gary Lee, Kremlin rebuffs demands of Armenian Nationalists”,
ton Post, 23 March 1988. '
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on the economy. The article harshly criticized the Armenian leaders
accusing them of diverting the attention of the public from “unresolvedi
social problems”,® and recalled that in the 1918-20 war between Arme-
nians and Azerbaijanis over Karabakh “a fifth of the population” was
killed.® To conclude, the Karabakh campaign was “anti-socialist”.”

‘ 'The article in the organ of the CP was like a cold shower to the Arme-
nians. Troops were sent to Yerevan to stop street demonstrations, which
had reached to up to one million in late February and early i\/iarch
Moscow’s position did not calm the mobilization in Yerevan, but J:athel.'
changed its nature. ‘The self-image of the Karabakh movement shifted
from being part of the new policies of reform to becoming an anti-
Soviet movement seeking national independence.

Meanwhile, as a reaction to demonstrations.and. events.in. Armenia
an;_l ‘_K_a{abgkh,_ a pa_r_al__lt_zin p"':bp__glar. mobii_izatiQn,_startédu.in Bakulnmid—
May tens of thousands demonstrated in the Azerbaijani capital to sup-
port one of the defendants charged over the Sl-l.r.ﬁgéit pogrom, 20-year-
old Talekh Ismailov, and also to protest a.gainst. the bﬁrﬁing of houses
belonging to Azcrbaijanis in villages near Yerevan. A population ex-
change, or as it was later termed “ethnic cleansing”, accelerated between
- the two republics. In most cases Armenian families in Azerbaijan and
Azcrbaijani families in Armenia exchanged each others’ houses, fear-
ing an escalation of the situation.” In other cases, population exc,han e
‘took rather the form of ethnic cleansing, where people left under thrcft
or following a new wave of pogroms, as we will see later. ,
- In the meantime, Moscow tried to use the opportunity of unrest in
:-Afmcnia and Azerbaijan to introduce a change in leadership of the local
communist parties. The first change was the sacking of Boris Kevork-
ov, the ethnic Armenian ruler of Karabakh who was extremely loyal to
Bk, seho lost his position on 24 Fcbraary 1988, n Ascrbati, gt

Izvestiaq and Pravda on 24 March 1988. Excerpts i i
: . pts in English can be f i
" _Currenrngest of the Soviet Press, XL, No. 12, 1988, pg. 11—1;. ¢ foundin Zhe

: Charles Powers “UDI'ESt WOI]": Chaﬂ € l) d 3] 1 A i i
. ) \ »
. , ' & OIAETS. ra da ln({lCﬂfCS > Los Angeles

“Pravda criticizes Armenian demands”, Chicage Tribune, 22 March 1988,

Author’s notes based on interviews in Apri i i

. : pril 1992 with two Armenian families in
Vrjlilcj.ems (Am}cma), _w.ho had exchanged their apartments in Ganja and Baku
with the ethnic Azeti inhabitants of the houses where they lived ac that mo-
. ment.
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rov was replaced by Abdul-Rahman Vezirov, a career diplomat, and
in Armenia Karen Demirchian was rcplacéd by Suren Harutunian, a
party functionary, both in May 1988. Eatlier, in the autumn of 1987,
Heydar Aliev, the former boss of the Azerbaijani CP', was excluded from
the CPSU Politburo. But these changes did not create preconditions
for the local Communist Parties to tackle the Karabakh problem. On
the contrary, each new party leader took positions reflecting the power
balance between Moscow on the one hand and, on the other, the rising
dide of mass mobilization and public opinion back home. Poghosian—
who became the new party chief in Karabakh-—energetically defended
the Armenian cause, while Harutunian declared to demonstrators in
Yerevan that Armenian deputies would “yote in favour of unification”
in the republic’s Supreme Soviet. In Azerbaijan Vezirov declared to a
rally in Baku that the Azerbaijani party leadership “had voted to reject
the idea of giving up Nagorno-Karabalh.”” The reshuffling of old party
feaders did not lead to solving of the deep rooted problems, but to the
destabilization of the Communist Party structures in Armenia and Az-
erbaijan, and further weakening of the pillars of the Soviet state.
In July 1988 the Presidium of the USSR Supreme Soviet appoint-
ed Arkadi Volsky, a member of the CPSU Central Committee, as its

delegate to Mountainous Karabalkh, with sweeping powess. This move

while taking the political and

was a compromise measure by Moscow;
economic management away from Baku,

ments in Karabakh and bordeting regions of Armenia and Azerbaijan

progressively developed into a civil war. Volsky in_t;qdupegi a state of

emergency in Karabakh and the neighbouring Aghdam d
cow’schoice of its envoy was revealing of th
imagined for Karabakh and the Caucasus:
Andropov and Chernenko on industrial issues, and the Soviet leade

ship wanted to bring change through massive ipvestment in Karabakh

The two quotes are from: Paul Quinn-Judge, “Armenian protests gather m
mentur”, Christian Science Monitor, 14 June 1988. _
73 See the “Address” signed by A. Volsky in Kommunist, Baku, 25 September 1988
English translation in CDSP, Vol. XL, No. 38 (1988), p. 9.

72
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it did not satisfy Armenian
demands for unification. The Volsky Committee was the most elabo-
rate cffort Moscow would ever fry to fifid a ééﬁiﬁfd;niéémilﬁmt'ﬁigniigﬁﬁict. -
Nevertheless, this measure did not ease the tension, and the develop-.
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and neighbouring areas, with a 400-million rouble development pro-
gramme, as its answer to the brewing inter-ethnic clashes. Later, Gor-
bachev confessed that this economic emergency programme wa; inef-
fective, as the Baku authorities “were distributing the monjes from the
centre according to their own wishes, with only a small part reaching the
intended recipients.””* He was also supported by a large military igorce
composed of 5,400 Interior Ministry troops, a military force which
would make sure in the following three years that the localized clashes
would not grow into a larger war. But this attempr failed to do more
than freeze the situation. Most of the funds allocated for the revival of
Karabakh did not go further than Baku. After more than a ycér of crisis
management, the USSR Supreme Soviet abolished Volsky’s Commit-
tee in November 1989. Azerbaijani rule over Mountainous Karabakh
was re-established, restoring the status quo ante. Tlnssteptaken by the
Kremlin was explained as a punishment for Afme,nians, among whom

the rule of the CP was peacefully overthrown and progressively disman-
tled, and the pro-independent leaders of the Karabakh Committee had
taken over the republican leadership. Yet this step too did not hel
since both Karabakh and Armenia took more radical measures to erfc’l
Baku’s influence over the mountainous region, and create conditions

for Armenian self-rule in Karabakh. |

- Mobilization in Azerbaijan

'A”'z'erbaijan’s independent political movement came into being un-
der outside pressure, and had to take a reactive form. The Azerbaijani
_..¢Eligentsia was unprepared for perestroika. Not only was the Jar
;Iq_a_‘dership hostile 1o the new line in Moscow, but also the Azerb:fi'ar?;
.t'.c._ﬂcctuais did not have the independent activism of undergroilﬁd
nizations, such as existed in nelghbourmg Armenia and Gcorgla
ile in Armenia there was mobilization around cultural rights, or'

ironmental causes, issues that mobilized people in the mid-1980s

even took thcformof street demonstrations in 1987, before being
ggt iwaybythe wave of nationalist mobilization, in Azerbaijan the
cEss was the other 1 aroun

y round. It was natior_}‘g__lj__s;_ggghil_izatign,_around

d{?%ll of defence of Azcrbalj am te?rifbﬂﬂihtegrity which opené“('i the

.'Mikhail Gotbachev, Memoirs, Londen: Bantam Books, 1997, p; 433,
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way for discussion of other problems of the Soviet system, including
his oil producing nation. The re-

rapidly

the enormous ecological disasters in t
sult was the emergence of an opposition movement which was
radicalized under the pressure of events, but also fragmented, lacking
coherent leadership and a strategic vision, and unable to control its own
supporters, simultaneously coming under heavy pressure from republi-
can and central authorities. “The fact that the first and most persistent
bearers of a glasnost’-style political activism in Azerbaijan emerged not
ority Azerbaijanis but from within the Armenian popu-
[Nagorni Karabakh Autonomous Oblast} would
long a troubled, con-

among the maj
| lation of the NKAO
 set the process of political change in the republic a
¢ tradictory path.””

The demand of the Karabakh Soviet for border change, and mass
demonstfzitions in _Stepan'ak_ert and Yerevan, surprised public opinion
in Baku. Later came the shock and the stigma of the Sumgait pogroms,
the sense of insecurity and population exchanges. Fot the Azerbaijani
public, the anderstanding was that those events were orchestrated by
Verevan because of Armenian territorial ambitions towards Azerbaijan.

‘Throughout 1988-89 Vezirov tried to reform the Azerbaijani Com-
munist Party {(AzCP) structuses, while trying to keep Karabakh under
Azerbaijani rule. Vezirov introduced a massive purge within the party,
and in two months alone (December 1988 and January 1989) 2,532
cadres, including 612 in position of leadership,

officials were removed

party and 22

the political scene, Lo ensure t

the AzCP.

In spite of the AzCP’s policies, in November 1?88 the first '1"9.;5'5 -

onstrations broke out in Baku and in other cities of Azerbaijan
They were triggered by rumours that the Karabakh Armenian authoti
ties were cutting down trees at the Topkhana nature reserve near Shush

de

(Shusha), in collaboration with an Armenian aluminium cnterprise and.

without the authorization of Baku. It is interesting to note the symbolic:

“The ‘Karabakh Syndrome’ and Azerbaijani Politics”, Problen

75 Mark Saroyan,

of Communist, September-October 1999, p. i6.
76 Ibid., p. 21.
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were censored by the
from their posts” within the KGB
and Ministry of Tnternal Affairs alone.’ Simultancously, he tried o

keep the newly emerging Azerbaijani opposition formations away from.;
hat politics remained the monopoly of
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11|nportance of nature preservation, one of the initial foci of mobiliza-
tion in a number of Soviet cities during perestroika, overlapping with

ed in Baku, to Ac}lf':rpg;_\&d”g stop to felling of the forest, but also to assert
Azerbaijani authority over _Karabakhj? The event led to the initiation
of the first informal groups in the country. Among them were Birlik
(Unity), the Azerbaijan Resurgence Party, the Kizilbash People’s Front
fmd the Social Democratic Organization of Azerbaijan. But the most
fingortant organjzation that later played a historic role was the Azerbai-
jani Popular Front (Azerbaychan Khalq Chebhesi, APF). Started by a
group of writers and intellectuals led by the author Babak Adalari, it was
initially concetned with development of rela.t_i;ﬁs_Wifh Sldﬁ'.fhe;'n Az-
erbi_jj_’ai},_ Lhe (_)_l“dmcausevglfl_‘;_l_lg_ Azerbaijani inteiligent‘s;i‘a. In March 1989
an “initiative group” was formed to lead the ADF, composed of writers

such as Ismayil Shikhli, Yusif Samadoghlu, and Sabir Rustamkhanli.

the sovereignty of Azerbaijan within the USSR; relations with Southern

. popular fronts in the Baltic countries, the APF initially included lead-
et coming from different political horizons, varying from the populist
‘Nemet Pankhov to the Social Democrat Zardusht Alizade.”

It was the Karabakh conflict that gave the APF mass appeal. Dur-
ing 1989 the APF mobilized several strikes, and impoéed a bloci;zide of
transport of goods and fuel from the territory of Azerbaijan to Armenia

Although initially the AzCP tried to ignore the Popular Front, the in—.
ﬂfl;encc of the Front grew in proportion to the incapacity of the ;luthori-
ties to find a way out of the crisis. The APF came under the control of
younger intellectuals such as the physicist Tofik Gasimov, the Arabist
Abulfaz Aliev (Elchibey), and the historian Ekhtibar Mamedov,® who

Panahli, “When a Tree isnt a Tree, The Topkh
, N ana D strati ”
Azerbatjan International, Balu, Autumn 1984. comonstiations of 1988

Audrey Alestadt, The Azerbaijani T 1
\ sjani Tierks, Power and Ident de ,
Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 1992, p. 205.;1 Py under Rusian foue

. Ariel Kyrou and Maxime Mardoukhaiev, ©
W , “Le Haur-Karabakh Acd
Azerbaidjan”, Hérodote, Paris, No. 54-55, 1989, p. 268. ra » vue du cdeé

Later, in 1991, Mamedov broke with the Popul
, Front. is
the National Independence Party. pular front. Nowhe s the head of
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the inter-ethnic rivalry in the Topkhana affair. Thousands demonstrat- -

.

N
The goals of the Front were the democratization of Azerbaijani society; "
./

)
/

Since then 17 November is celebrated as “National Revival Day”. See Azar o

i

Azerbaifan; and environmental protection.”® Created on the model of {
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led the more radical fraction of the movement. The APT’s influence be-
came so great that the Communist Party ruler Vezirov had to negotiate
with its leadership and sign a “protocol” of ten points, so that the Front
would end its strikes that were paralyzing the economy of the republic.
'The most important points of the protocol were the legalization of APF,
the lifting of a military curfew, and enactment of a sovereignty law.®'
In return, APF promised to end the strikes and to case the blockade of
railway communications.

This success in such a short time had a price. As the APF radical-
ized its positions on the Karabakh issue, its ranks swelled with “the
lowest sirata of socicty — the urban poor, the unemployed, the several
hundred thousand Azerbaijani refugees”,* and simultaneously its lead-
ership lost the support of urban intelligentsia which could not identify
itself with the aims and the militant faction of the Front. The popula-
tion exchange between Armenia and Azerbaijan had by then displaced
around 200,000 ethnic Azerbaijanis from Armeni , and from villages
of Mouﬁféi'ﬁﬁ'us'Kﬁf’éﬁéﬂiﬁd“ﬁi“giﬁﬂcentres in
public o_.pinio_n_,and,_j;gg{iggi_i;j_gg..thc:,_gppositio

Ideologically, the APE adopted secular, pan:
rejected Islamic orientation. "This ideological positio

st positions, and

Y i

n was in harmony

with the world-vision of the APF, that is antagonism towards fran— -

which, according to the APF, by its occupation of Southern Azerbaijan

had divided the Azeri homeland into two—and was a pro-Western po= -

sition by its opposition to Russian (and Soviet) domination over Az-
erbaijan, In early 1989 the APF developed its first political programme;'*
in this document, it defined how it imagined the identity of its people:
“the platform stated the name of the people of Azerbaijan as the ‘Az
erbaijani Turks™.* "
The political developments within Azerbaijan continued the violence
against the Armenian minority there. A new tragedy took. place.in Ki-
rovabad (now Ganja), the second largest city of Azerbaijan. ‘There, in

81 Bill Keller, “Nationalists in Azerbaijan win big concessions from Pacty chie
New York Times, 13 October 1989, o 2

82 Blizabeth Fuller, Azerbaijan at the Crossroads, London: Royal Institute of Int
national Affairs, 1994, p. 3. s

83 Brenda Shaffer, Borders and Brethren, Iran and the Challenge of Azerbaijani In
tity, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002, p. 132. :
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compact neighbourhoods within the old town, an Armenian comm
glty of '40,000 lived. On 21 November 1989, events similar to those Tr_l
Sumenit ook place thets, cansing the departuce of che Armeniis I
in J.anuﬁ-fy the situation in Azerbaijan escalated further. In spite of
the existing agreement between the Communist authorities and th
Front leadership, uncontrolled regional groups, under the banne ?
the APF, destroyed fortifications and crossed the Border inte Iran rd0
manding free movement between Azerbaijan and Iran. The demonj t g
tions, which first started in the Nakhichevan Auronomous Re u;;::-
soon spread to other southern regions such as Lenkoran. For theI;adic i
wing of the Popular Front, the spontaneous poplar uprising was a st !
in the right direction, for the unification of the two partsgof Azcrbe'P
jz_m. On the other hand, moderate and secular factions of the o 02;:
tion were suspicious towards those border events, and towards Iflimic
?nd ;C)lro};lsiamic Republic slogans chanted in those uprisings, and they
iza;\frz ! rtb ;; as;u;? events could be used against the opposition movement
Events soon took yet another dramatic turn. In the west of the coun-
try, to _thc north of the administrative border of Mountainous Karaba-
kh, f-j‘sm}enians were expelled from Khanlar and Geranboy in Shahumi-
an district.* In Baku, the opposition organized demonstrations against

s from

.thé‘ government’s handling of the Karabakh crisis on 11 January 1990
Which lasted for several days. On 14 January a radical group on th,
matgins of a demonstration moved to the Armenian neighbou};hood o(;
aku organizing yet another pogrom against the elderly of Armenian

rigin who still had not found refuge outside Azerbaijan. Several dozens

'gr(:. killed, and the last Armenian population within Azerbaijan (ex-
luding Karabakh) was wiped out. Later, the survivors were transported
y- the Soviet authorities to Turkmenistan across the Caspian Sia or
hrough an aitlift to the southern Russian region of Stavropol. ,

Chzistopher Walker (ed.), Armenia and Karabak .
pher ) b th : 4
don: Minority Rights Publications, 1991, p. 1;8. the Siruggle for Unity, Lon- i\‘

Tadeusz Swietochowski 7 7
. wictochowsld, Russia and Azerbaijan, A Borderland in Transition, p.

Svante Cornell, Small Nations and Great Powers, p. 89.
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A large army formation estimated around 26,000 troops was sent to
Baku on the night of the 19-20 January. The main reason for sending
the troops was to establish law and order, after the Sovict regime in
Azerbaijan had come near collapse and the supporters of the Popular
Front had virtually taken power in Baku and most of the regions of
Azerbaijan. The Soviet troops met cesistance, and clashes led to scores
of victims. According to the memoirs of Alexander Lebed, who was
heading the Tula Regiment, the air bases in the west of the country at
Yevlakh and Gyanja, where the Soviet airborne troops were deployed,
were surrounded by demonstrations. The toads between Ganja and
Baku were blocked with barricades, and once the Soviet troops reached
Kala airfield near Baku, they discovered that the base was surrounded
by several dozen lightly armed Azeri volunteers, and even within the
perimeter of the airfield chere was gunfire.” In the following houts, the
Soviet troops destroyed the resistance of the Azerbaijani Popular Front
and took over control of the Azerbaijani capiral. “Black January”, as it
was later known in Azerbaijani sources, becarne the (first) refercnce to
victimhood in Azerbaijani mass consciousness,” playing ¢ me role

\gait in A.rmeman conscious According

the clashes of 19-20 Jan-

as the pogrotis { Sumgal |

0 Aurbatian sources, over 170 people died in

uary, although the official website dedicated to the commemoration of

the Black January victims counts 132 names.® It is interesting to note
that Azerbaijanis felt victims not of Armenians, but of acts committed.
by the Soviet troops, undér orders from the Keemlin.

e e B ‘events, Moscow replaced the Communist chief in

Baku, Vé;irgv, with Ayaz ‘Mu_t_alﬂ;qy:,_ﬁghq former chairman of the Couns:
cil of Ministers. A state of e'me'rgcncy was declared and an armed force
of 11,600 troops was stzi_gig.l.lﬁd..,iﬂ:ﬂaku_Ato..S.af@g!,kaﬁd._ﬁh@ a‘.l.thiiiYwﬁﬁ
Mutalibov and pialong Sovict rule in Azerbaijan by an additional two
years. But policy towards the Karabakh conflict did not change under

Mutalibov. On the contrary, repression increased to new levels.

87 Harold Elletson, The Genenal Against the Kremlin, Alexander Lebed: Power dnd
Tllusion, London: Warner Books, 1998, p. 107. L

88 See the Azerbaijani “January 207 internct p. on the background of the Sov
troop intervention. The p. does not mention the anti-Armenian pogroms whicl
preceded the troop deployment, and served as pretext for che military ope
tion: hep:/ /www.january?.o.net/hiscosy.htmi

89 See htep:/ .’www.januaryZO.net/victims.htm
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. In January 1990, Azerbaijani governmental troops “cleansed” Arme
nian-inhabited villages of the Khanlar and Shahumian dlstkrm%tsIMa—
1991 Armenian. villages to the north of Karabald, ':Mé{ftunas‘he;;‘;ﬂa
Kedashen, were surrounded by Azerbaijani Interior Ministty troops and
the Spetsnaz, the special operation units of the Soviet Arm Thepc d
name of this operation-was. Op atior ifigs Ony.the pr:te;
e inhabirants of thes
sevr.:ra_l villages, a total of 10,000 people, were cieportedetctywjrxfr(l)::il; :13
their property confiscated.” According to Azerbaijani sources, thi
of deportation was necessary self-defence: e

of Armenian guerrilla activities,

...[Blandits blocked roads between Azerbaijani village i il

on ic highway leading from Khanlar to Kjelbajar, fncsl) E?Zij llllsphiiiirlht?ryespsom
plying Galfja with drinking water. Their unpunished activity was a dii:ft thup-
for t}.ie activity of Western Azerbaijan with more than one million inhabitaxrf .
11:1 this ?ondition, and to implement the decree of the President of the USSR -
disarm illegal military formations, the police of the republic with the su; “;
Internal Ministry Forces of the USSR, in April 1991 started implemenizirx)lmtt{:
passport regime in che villages of Chaykend and Martunashen.” o

In his memoirs, the head of the Soviet KGB notes that Gorbachev

© wanted to discuss the Kaltso operation with Mutalibov, but the latter

refused to go to Moscow: “It is not the first time [ oppose you. We will

continue disarming the bandit formations with our OMON [Interior

Ministry troops], since we consider it our internal affair. Inform Mikhail

- S}orl.)achcv tl?at I will not pay the visit to Moscow.” Under Mutalibov
ethnic cleansing had become government polie. In Karabakh itsef re-

P;ﬁ_:s_swn of Armenians increased. Armggi_gg__.,,activists.,,w'e'rc' arrested..and
estabéished’fhe Soviet Army was still present, its role reduced to separar-
ing the vatious fronts in a situation which increasingly looked like an
open war. The Soviet armed forces supported the conservative Mutalibov
government of Azerbaijan in Baku, which in turn showed loyalty to the

ed in Shushi prison, while in Armenian villages self-defence forces were

P 1 C
Qrfiict IEPE Ruf an eration a d ]? e o
1?{,’ OFE O, Ethﬂlt ﬂl A £ S1 Fé’d 1 dR wnscauedsia, P. Clt., P‘ .

Ismet Gaib i ? ) 3 i
. 6?: aibov and Azad Sharifov, Armianski terorism (in Russian}, Baku, 1991,

Cyril Stolyarov, Raspad: Ot Na
_ . A ; wornave Karabakha d j i (i
Russian), Moscow: Olma-Press, 2001, p. 165. @ o Byelocshukot Pushebi (n
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Moscow aimed to punish the Arme-
lowly seceding from the USSR.

Soviet Union, while at the same time
nian national leadership which was s

The Armenian National Movement takes power

The Armenian mobilization around the Mountainous Karabakh issue
went through a rapid transformation in its orientation and political phi-
losophy. The movement started as an offshoot of democratization.in the
Soyiet Union, the official policy in the years 198788, But the Sumgair
pogroms, the ambiguous if not negative position of Moscow towards
Armenian demands, and repsessivc_poiicies., towards t
ment.transformed. this. mobilization from a movement, seeing :.QE?‘E,lwf as
part of the new official policies of reform within the USSR intoa move-
ment openly hostile to the Soviet order. The Armenians’ faith in Mos-
cow collapsed just like the Sovict-made apartment blocks in the Spitak
earthquake on 7 December 1988, which killed over 25,000 people and
Crippled a third of Armenia’s “ndustrial potential. In the meantime the
foundations of the Soviet state had been weakened, and Moscow lost
control of its provinces to the south of the Caucasus Mountains. Arme-
nia’s independence moved swiftly from the realm of the impossible to
that of the inevitable.”

popular move-

Although the Karabakh Movement was described in the Western |

press as nationalistic, its own_self-image was often a democratic one. In
“Karabakh was not fand, Karabakh

the words of Levon Tc;-Petrossian,
it was the people (...) For me Karabalch was peo-
“., ple who for 75 years lived continuously under national repression. The

#7was the human being,

{ Karabakh people did not have the same rights as the Azerbaijani people.
unjust trials, cadre policy, deformation of

“and thousand of such things. Individually, those
_ r it added up to national -
repression.” Although the mass movement was the result of the pas-

sions around the Karabakh problem, it expressed in itself all the desire
after long decades of Soviet authoritari-

nd incfficient. cconomy. Ronald Suny

{ This repression was killings,

# school programmes,
¢ cvents were not significant, but put togethe

iy

for change in, Armenian society
anism, corrupt social relations.a

As in the formulation by Mark Beissinger,

93
lupse of the Sovict State, op. cit, chaprer 1. i
94 Author interview with Levon Ter-Petrossian, Yerevan, 18 December 2004. .
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suggested as the best description of the Karabakh Movement’s trajector

“A nationalist le f i bined
] ist struggle for recovery of ethnic irredenta was combined

with a broader movement for political reform and ecological survival,™

formed known as thé Karabakh C'E)'}h”mitt%e,.g.which directed the mass
kian, who later 'became the first president and prime minister of inde-
pendent Armenia. By June 1989, the Armenian National Movement
(Hayots Hamazkayin Sharzhoum, ANM) was formed, transformin
the Karabakh Committee into an instrument for the struggle of ’
tonal independence. An Instrument for the struggie of na-
Initially, the Armenian activists did not rake the existence of the
&q{?gi}gﬁi political factor into account when they raised the territorial
issue. They understood their own tole to be limited to convmcm Mos-
cow about the justice of their cause, and solving the Karabakh p;goblem
‘in the spirit of perestroika’. Later, as thelrangerturnedtowatds Mos-
COW, theysaw thcn' struggle in the spirit of national liberation from
the repressive Soviet empire. But Azerbaijan as é})'oiit‘i.éé:lhéc'td'f did not
.efiffj_hgr;_‘_i"f[_hose who took decisions were in Moscow” !n the word
-. of Ashot Manucharian, “Azerbaijan as a factor started to ,take form a&czsr
]ajnuary 1990.7% For the leadership of the political movement in Arme-
_nia, it was impossible to imagine that for the Azerbaijanis the demand
for unification of Karabakh to Armenia could also cause passionate re-
‘action, mobilize people, and thus sooner rather than later turn the Yer-
evan-Moscow “dialogue” on Karabakh into a triangular conﬁict‘;:);r.erm
he control of M 0untaia9p§‘)"Ké_:véﬁéiih' ‘and aver the control of Baku
(d Yerevan. The national moblhzatlonmAzerbalJan changed this il-
usion: the fight was not simply against Moscow and its apparatchiks in
aku, as there was soon a symmetrlciati)‘(;puiar“movement devclom
11 Azerbaijan, with at the top of its agéﬁd:; the ﬁrééervation of Kaialitldgl
W’ltbin Azerbaijan. The Karabakh issue became by a.historical aceident
he cradle of contemparary Azerbaijani political identity, a;{g{;;en ears
er the signing of a cease-fire it continues to brew modern Azerbzi'a i
ational identity. o

Ronald G. Suny, Looking Toward A a i
l , g Toward Araras, Armenia in M ;
ington: Indiana University Press, 1993, p. 193. e in Modern History, Bloom-

Aurhor interview with Ashot Manucharian, Yerevan, 18 December 2004
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The Communist Party in Armenia, destabilized by the popular mo-
bilization on the one hand and multiple pressures from Moscow on the
other—in the form of a change of its Brezhnevite leadership, and an un-
favourable position on the Karabakh issue—tried to find a difficult ac-
commodation with the ANM, The CP chief Suren Harutunian tried to
win public support by liberating the leaders of the Karabakh Commit-
tee, arrested in the aftermath of the earthquake, and decided to adopt
the 1918 tricolour flag as the national flag, but to no avail. Shooting
in border villages escalated, and Armenia and Karabakh were increas-
ingly under a tight blockade. The dissolution of the Volsky Committee
brought Karabalh back to its initial political situation, leading to more
mass demonstrations in Yerevan. By late 1989, twelve members of the
Armenian parliament and the ANM called for the abolition of Article 6
of the Soviet constitution, an end to the CP’s political monopoly, and
respect for universal human rights.”

By that time, both the ANM and the Armenian public were radical-
ized into anti-Soviet positions. With Moscow’s grip over Eastern Europe
failing, it was possible in Yerevan to talk about national independence.
Tn an interview given to a Yerevan paper in 1990, Vazgen Manukian,
the theorerician of the movement, defined the two main goals of the
ANM: “...the re-establishment of independent statehood and the ter-
ritorial question [Karabakh unification]”, and then said: “in order to

{ resolve the territorial problem we must have independent statchood.™*
With the collapse of trust in Moscow and dependence on it for physi-
cal security, after the increasing acts of violence in Azerbaijan and the
public perception that Moscow had sided with Azerbaijan on the Ka-
rabakh issue, the idea of independence was no more taboo, nor politi-
cally suicidal in Yerevan. During parliamentary elections in the summer
of 1990, the ANM won a majority and its leader Ter-Petrossian was
clected the new chairman of the parliament.

The ANM was a revolution in Armenian political culture. It liberated

contemporary Armenian thinking from the fixed obsession of traditional
Armenian parties: that of fearing Turkey and therefore depending on
Russian protection, whether this Russia was Soviet or Tsarist. This was

97 Armenpress, Yerevan, 22 December 198%.
98 See Gerard Libaridian, Armenia at the Crossroads, Democracy and Nationbood in
Post-Soviet Era, Watertown: Blue Crane Books, 1991, p. 40.
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the position of the Diaspora Hnchakian (Social Demacrac) and Ramga-
var (Liberal} parties, while the Tashnaktsutyun (nationalist) opposed the
USSR while being hostile to Turkey. The three Diaspora parties came
up with a joint statement in 1988 to call for calm and prudenc«;, fcarmg
that weakening Soviet rule would exp't')se”ff\rmcnié once again to Turkish
danger.”” The ANM concluded that the Soviet Union was crumbling,
and that the question of liberation of Karabakh could only be achieved
under the conditions of a.sovereign Aimenlan poiltlcai will—that is,
independence. A major difference from traditional Armenian political
thought was that the ANM considered it possible to have normal rela-
tions with Turkey; this was the only way to achieve liberation from Ar-
menia’s historic dependence on Russia. In fact, in the late 1980s many
historians and political analysts in Armenia were revising the tradition-
alist thought which was based on the stereotypical fear of Turkey, and
admiration of Russia, overriding historical realities. The new school dug
into the archives to reveal that Moscow’s policies in the Caucasus were
never based on “friendship” and similar sentiments, but on Realpolitit,
which often happened to clash with Armenian incerests.'

The ANM’s politics brought Armenia into confrontation with Mos-
cow. After Gorbachev had lost control over Armenia, following the
ANM’s assumption of power in Yerevan, the only way to influence its
policies was through pressuring Yerevan through the military develop-
ments in Azerbaijan and in Karabakh. The participation of Soviet troops
in deporting 10,000 ethnic Armenians from the Shahumian region (north
of Karabakh) in the spring of 1991 was the price of Yerevan’s moves to-
wards sovereignty. '

The ANM and its leaders could guess the direction of history, and in
spite of suffering Soviet repression in the years 1988-91, they prepared
their nation for the coming independence and for the coming war that
was in the making. Politically, the ANM could unify the Armenians be-
hind the project of national independence, and when the putsch took
place in Moscow in August 1991, they could profit from this opportunity
without having to go through internal political upheavals. They could

99 Gaidz Minassian, Guerre et terrovisme arméniens, Paris: Presses Universitaires de

France, 2002, pp. 136-43.

100 Gab{iel Lazyan (ed.), Hayasdane yev Hay Tade, Hayyevrus Haraperntyunneru
Luysin Dag (in Armenian), Yerevan: Adana Publishers, 1991.
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also build important relations with Russian democrats, which would be
decisive for the Karabakh war in 1992-94. Lastly, as Soviet troops sided
with Azerbaijanis until 1991, Armenians were forced to develop their self-
defence battalions, which played a key role in developing efficient armed
forces later in the war years.

Azerbaijan was ready for none of this. Politically, Baku relied on the
support of Moscow until very late to preserve the fegal status quo in Ka-
rabakh. This was the most important element of legitimacy for the Com-
unist nomenklatura to stay in power. As a result, when the putsch oc-
curred 2 destabilized Mutalibov initially supported it, and then, like so
many conservative politicians in the USSR that year, had to take confused
and confusing steps backwards. Mutalibov had no friends in Moscow
with the arrival of the Yeltsin team, and had many powerful enemies
at home. Militarily Azerbaijan, which had so much depended on Soviet
troops to keep its control over Karabakh, could not hold its positions
once the Soviet forces withdrew and their remnants changed sides to
support the Armenian fighters. Determined Armenian forces, liberated
from Soviet military pressure and facing Azerbaijani police and volunteer
groups, went on the offensive.

Most of all, Mutalibov ruled over a country divided and fragmented
politically. Two visions of Azerbaijan clashed with each other in this pe-
riod——a contradiction that persists until the present day. As one scholar
emphasizes, “two major competing political discourses” uneasily coexisted
with each other, “namely the ideology of Turkism of the opposition and

the ideology of the Azerbaijanism of the government”./”" The ideology of -
Turkism, popular among the intelligentsia and the vision of the opposi--

tion Popular Front of Azerbaijan as well as the Musavat party, came to
power for a short period of one year from mid-1992 until mid-1993.

Total war

Tt was a sunny April day in 1992, the first time I was in Karabakh
On the second day I met Serge Sarkissian, then the Minister of De

fence of the Karabakh forces. Then, accompanied by Stefan,a French

photojournalist of Armenian descent, and Samvel, a volunteer in th

101 Ceylan Tolduoglu, “Definition of National Identity, Nationalism and Echnici
in post-Soviet Agzerbaijan in the 1990s”, Ethnic and Recial Spudies, Vol. 28, Np

4, July 2003, p. 725.
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Karabakh army, we went westward from Stepanakert towards Su..

the second major town of Karabakh. Rising high majestically ov.cr a
rocky mountain, Shushi was the major stronghold of Azeri troops inside
Karabakh, from where they controlled the main road linking Karabakh
to Armenia, and regularly shelled Stepanakert with howitzer and Grad
missiles. We passed next to Krkjan, a small locality previously inhabited
by ethnic Azeris, which was overrun by Armenian forces in February of
the same year; all the houses were burnt to ashes. Samvel had a bullet
hanging over the belt over his chest: “This one is for me,” he said. “T
do not want to be taken prisoner.” A cruel war was in the making, and
there was no way to stop it. ,

'The collapse of the USSR created a power vacuum in Karabalkh, a
region ready to explode by that rime. The 11,000 or so Soviet troo};)s
stationed there by 1991 constituted the buffer between Armenian and
Azerbaijani paramilitaries, and the removal of this last restraining force
led to the eruption of the war. ‘The military positions of the Armenians
and Azerbaijanis were difficult on both sides. Armenian positions were
- vulperable, since they occupied urban and rural zones within Karabakh
and in Shahumijan district to its north. This exclave was cut off fron;
Armenia proper, and in early 1991 Armenian forces did not control the
- Karabakh civilian airport situated near the village of Khojali, nor the
strategic town of Shushi, dominating on the one hand Stepanakert (the
is.trict capital) and on the other the Stepanakert-Lachin-Goris pass,
n the main road linking Karabakh and Armenia. This meant that the
149,000 or so cthnic Armenians trapped in this region could only com-
..:_unicate with the outside world through the 6-8 he[icoptcré (Mi-8)
that Armenia could deploy. 'This included transporting of people and
materials for civilian use: everything from flour to diesel, plus all the
ecessities for the military effort from fighters to ammunition, as well as
icuation of the wounded.'”

?or.Azerbaijani forces the military map was equally problematic. Not
nly did it have a hostile Armenian population within the mountainous

_gib_l}:of Karabakh, but also isolated villages within Karabakh that were

02" For a detailed description of the initiaf period of the war, see the two features

by“ the autl?or after this trip: “Ein Augenschein in Nagorno Karabach”, Newue

i Ziircher Zet'mng, Zurich, 14 May 1992; “De la guérilla 4 la guerre totale”, Les
Nowvelles d'Arménie, Paris, June 1992, )
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home to 40,000 Azerbaijanis, Moreover, it had four districts (Kelbajar,
Lachin, Ghoubatli and Zankelan) that were pressed between Karabakh
and Armenia proper. This made moving troops from the Azerbaijani
heartland to towns such as Kelbajar, Lachin ot Khojali very difficult and

while by comparison Armenian forces within Kara-

time-consuming,
gave them

bakh had shorter distances to move to change fronts, which
a strategic advantage. To the east, Azerbaijani towns such as Aghdam,

Fizuli and Jebrayil were at a disadvantage, being in lowlands below hills

dominated by Armenians. Moreover, Azerbaijan had its own exclave of
Nakhichevan, cut off from the waditional communication lines by an

Armenian blockade, on the border of which there was growing tefision
and frequent clashes. The situation of military imbalance and dispersion
of forces and the long stretch of war front was untenable, and had to
lead to a violent clash.

Starting from November 1991, the Armenian side went on the of-
fensive. The first major target was Khojali, where the region’s airport was
situated. The attack took place on the symbolic date of 26 February, and
after the Armenian forces took the village, a terrible massacre followed. As
in similar events, here too each side contests the version of the othet. For
Azerbaijanis, Armenians cold-bloodedly killed several hundred civilians
(some sources talk of 1,500), to spread horror among Azerbaijanis else-

d force them to leave their villages. Armenians contest this nat-

where an
and that it was Azeri forces

rative and say they committed no massacre,
themselves who opened fire on civilians who were trying to escape. They

Ageri President himself, who laid the blame of the arrocities in

quote the
e. 103

Khojali on the APF seeking to try to bring down his regim

Several hundred civilians were also arrested, among them Meskhet
Turks who had escaped carlier pogroms in Uzbekistan and had come to
Azerbaijan in the hope of returning to their ancestral lands in southern
Georgia. Instead the Azerbaijani authorities,
mographic balance of Karabakh, had settled them in Khojali.

104

Few weeks after the event I interviewed Armenian fighters in Yerevan and Step-

103
anakert, in March and April 1992, and what 1 could conclude is that Armenian
fighters did commit a massacre, after the Azerbaijani soldiers and police had
surrendered and the civil population was escaping eastwards towards Aghdam.
104  Viktoria Ivleva, “Casualties and refugees, an eye-witness account”, Moscow!

News, 15-22 March 1992,
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The war in Karabakh had its own rules. In those early months of
1992: while massacres were repetitively perpetrated by the both sides of
the conflict; prisoners were often tortured to death. Families who had
members held by the other side tried to take hostages from the other
ethnic group and keep them until it was possible to identify the captors
of their loved ones, and try to negotiate an exchange. Corpses werep al
exchanged, sometimes in return for cash or a gallon of oil. N

‘There was no-shortage of arms and ammunition. The 366%™ Motorised
In.fantry Regiment, originally under the command of the Soviet Interior
Ministry, which had an initial force of 11,000 soldiers, started its with-
drawal from Karabalch in November 1991, and had completed it by Feb-
tuary 1992, leaving behind its armament, including heavy weapo);l 105
T.hus there was more armarment in 1992 in the hands of Karabakh Arri;e-
nians than ever before. Azerbaijanis had even more, five to six times more
armour and ten times more ammunition, after they had taken over the
Aghdam and Kirovabad (Ganja) Soviet military bases." Even so, avail-
ability of weapons did not mean having an army. Both military l,mowl—
edgc and discipline were very low. Similarly, military hierarchy did not
exist in either of the camps in early 1992. Up to then, Armenian forces
were composed of localized defence units, or brigades of 10-15 volunteers
._ who had come from Armenia, and they had loose coordination amon
themselves. 'The situation was cven worse in Azerbaijan. The joumalis%
_ Kemal Ali says that in Aghdam, which was the centre of the Azerbaijani
r_}_u_htary command, “in 1992, there wasn’t a single army, there were siic ot
seven separate units, fighting the Armenians. (...) But these units were in
conflict with cach other as well as with the Armenians.”” Similarly, when
isited the advanced positions near Stepanakert in April 1992 I\Zf;s told
by local commanders that they faced three distinct military g;oups and
that at that moment they were in a kind of cease-fire situation with’two
while continuing to fire on the third. ,

;l;is included 10 T—?Z main battle tanks (of which five were functional), 3

122U—4 mounted anti-aircraft systems (4 barrelled 23 mm machine guns)’ 8

e rt:;lv ﬁd’f[;géms’ 750 PEQMP pe’rﬁonal carriers. This information is based onlan
with Serge Sarkisian, the Def ini .

kert on 6 April 1952_ ¢ Detonce Minisier of Karabakh, in Stepana-

6. Author interview with Monte Melkoni
. Autho nian, th i di
. trict, in Martouni (Karabakh), 9 April 1992. ® commander of Martouni dis-

Quoted in Thomas de Waal, The Black Garden, p. 165.
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Both sides exaggerated the existence of foreign fighters, their role and
importance in the war. Reportess and other “rravellers” to war zones of-
ten hear about mythical creatures, and in Karabakh there were rumours
about women snipers and “black” fighters, supposedly the most redoubt-
able of alt fighters. Other exaggerations were about the role and manner
in which Russian (and other former Red Army) soldiers took part in the
military operations. During a first visic to Karabakh in April 1992, one
could meet several Russian and Bielorussian soldiers, and even an Uzbek
soldier with an ethnic Tajik background fighting on the side of Kara-
bakh troops.”® They were former soldiets of the 366® Motorised Infanery
Regiment, who had decided for whatever reason to stay behind instead
of return to the uncertainty of their countries. Others, more specialized
helicopter, aircraft and tank officers, wete highly appreciated by both Ar-
menian and Azerbaijani sides, and were paid as mercenaries to deliver the
Arst punch for the opening of a campaign. Most probably, at this stage
Russian soldiers and officets were acting from material motives, and their
participation on both sides of the battle lines was in no way the result of
a “Russian hidden hand” aiming to re-dominate the Caucasus. If anyone
had seen Russian soldiers in those days, completely abandoned by their
leadership, having no orders, not even knowing who their superiors were,

ofien without food and protection, and—most important——noted their
participation on both sides of the war, he would have found it hard to
believe that Russia’s Defence ministry had any grasp of, still less a plan
for, the Caucasus military developments. Lastly, Armenians often talked:
about Turkish and even Iranian fighters among Azerbaijani ranks, without
any proof.!” Similarly, Azerbaifanis exaggerated the participation of Di-
aspora Armentans in the fighting operations. One did play an important

part, the legendary Monte Melkonian," the commander of the eastern

Martuni district. Overall, not more than few dozen Diaspora Armenians
from Iran, France, Lebanon and the USA participated in the fighting, if

one exchudes the war tourists who passed a couple of weeks in Karabakh: "

108  Authors notes, Karabalkh, April 1992 and Febrnary 1993.

109  “We did not kill nor capiure any Turkish or Iranian volunteer,” Serge Sarkissian, :

the Defence Minister of Karabakh, told me on 6 April 1992, in Stepanakert.

110 The highly interesting biography of Monte Melkonian is written by his brother ™
Markar. See Markar Melkonian, My Brothers Road, An American’s Fateful Jotir- :

ney to Armenia, London: 1.B. Tauris, 2004.
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More important than its role in direct military opetations was the politi-
cal and financial importance of the Diaspora in the Karabakh coiﬂict
While in 1989-90 the ANM leadership in Yerevan refrained from armin .
?farious battalions in Karabakh, the Tashnak party was active in distribut{ir
ing money and helped arm Karabakh Armenians. As a result, the par
enjoyed great prestige in Karabakh in the early years of the Wa;. Y
In early 1992 the Armenian forces were on the offensive. Now the
had weapons, and the Soviet troops were away. Most important they
sensed. that the Azeri leadership in Baku was divided and Azerbaj'ain dic}ir
not have a political or military plan for Karabakh. “The Azeris arje weak
.becausgz they do not have a clear political leadership,” said Serge Sarkiss-
ian, adding, “They (...) don’t have a unified military leadership.”!! The
Azerbaijani forces also lacked military experience, cadres and di;cipline
One American journalist who visited Khojali, whose strategic importan(:f;
C&Ilflot be over-emphasized, reported that there was only one armoured
.vehlcie in the town, and from the sixty fighters defending the village and
t%lc airport only four volunteers from outside the region had milita gcx e-
rience, acquired during the Afghanistan war."? Such a force had r?(; mEi)li—
tary significance, and most Azeri civilians had left towns like Khojali or
Shushi, reducing the motivation of the Azeri troops to fight. In corjltrast
Karabakh Armenian political and rnilitary authorities strictly forbade the,
evacuation of civilians, saying that emptying Karabakh of women and
children would reduce the incentive of their men 1o defend the land

The bartle for Shushi

‘Following the Khojali victory, after which the Armenian forces ensured

an air link with Armenia, they started planning the Shushi offensive to

‘open a corridor to link Mountainous Karabakh with Armenia, to end a
;three—ycar--long blockade of the region imposed by Azerbaijan.'® Shushi
or Shusha in Azerbaijani, was the most populated Azerbaijani-held po-’

sition within the administrative botndaries of Mountainous Karabakh

Interview with Serge Sarkissian, the Deft ini
e Ao , the Defence Minister of Karabakh, Stepana-

Thomas Golez, Azerbaijan Diary, p. 120.

Gharapah yan Azadakragan Baderazm, 1988-1994 (“Karabakh Liberation War”

in Armeni i
529.rmeman), Haypagan Hanrakidagan Hradaragchutyun, Yegevm 2004, p.
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Tt was extremely difficult to take the town, since it was positioned over
a rocky structure, with only two roads linked to it: one sliding down
castwards towards Stepanalert, and the second moving to Lachin, the
former capital of “Red Kurdistan” (1923-29), still at the time under
Azerbaijani military control. Therefore, militarily the Armenians had
basically one road to climb up cowards Shushi, and the Azeri defenders
clearly knew this and expected an atrack.

The Azerbaijani forces within Shushi had enough provisions as
well as arms and fighters. According to the military commander of the
town, Elbrus Orujev, he had “a few hundred” fighters under his com-
mand.1 But they lacked coordination, discipline and morale. Most
important, Azerbaijan was in a war without any military planning and
military scrategy. While the Azerbaijani side was losing one village after
the other in central and western Karabakh, its forces were attacking Ar-
menian villages in north and eastern parts of Karabakh, without being
able to win territory of strategic significance. In fact, Azerbaijani mili-
tary attacks had a local nature, armed groups in one village reinforced
by volunteess from Baku or clsewhere attacking a neighbouring Arme-
nian village. Even operations coordinated at the highest level failed to
achieve any success; for example, in January 1992, Azerbaijani forces
led by the Defence Minister Tajedin Mehdiev in person,'t® at the head
of a large force of around 500 fighters wich three armoured vehicles,
attacked the village of Karintak (literally meaning “under the stone’ ).
‘This village is located just under the rocky structure below Shushi.
The 60-70 Armenian Sghters defended the village for 12 hours until

assistance arrived from neighbouring villages, and Azerbaijani forces

withdrew with heavy losses."**

The Armenian offensive was planned for 4 May 1992, but for var-
ious reasons, such as lack of ammunition and bad weather, it was
postponed by several days. General Arkadi Ter-Tadevosian (known as

114  Thomas de Waal, The Black Garden, p- 178
115  Mehdiev served as Defence Minister from mid-December 1991 until mid-Feb-
ruary 1992.

116  According to Armenian sources, the defence forces lost 20 fighters, while the
actackers lost 100 men. See Gharapaghyan Avadalkragan Baderazm, 1988-1 994,

op. cit.,p- 664,
V17 Gharapaghyan Azadakragan Baderazm, 1988-1994, op. cit., p. 531,
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Komandos), a career officer who was sent by the Armenian army to
Stepanakert on June 1991 to “coordinate and direct™'® the war efgort
WE?S. the commander of the Shushi operation. With 1,200 troops thc;
military operations started in the carly hours of 8 May. (This was to’ cre-
ate a diplomatic scandal with Iran, as we will see later.) Four attackin
and one reserve group took part in the operation, the first movin fron%
Stepanakert uphill; the second moving from the village Shosh frfm the
east on Shushi; the third trying to cut the Shushi-Lachin main road
to the south of the town; and the fonrth advancing from Stepanakert
towards Azerbaijani villages to the north-east of Shushi (Janhasan, Java
tlar, Pashkent). The initial Armenian push was thrown back the)Kavra—
bakh forces losing one of their T-72 tanks.” But by the evelein ani—
hit the Azerbaijani defenders as the third army succeeded in gc)ulitinC
the Shushi-Lachin main road (this group was led by Samvel Baba ang
later Defence Minister of Karabakh), and started evacuating the to);vn’
The next morning the first Armenian fighters entered Shushi, and Werf;
amazed to discover the quantities of arms and ammunition Ic;ft behind
'They were followed by bands of looters, who after emptying shops anci

apartments put the rest on fire, causing the destruction of a major part
of this historic city. '

The fall of Shushi continues to be a subject of polemic. Many in
Azerbaijan think that the Baku leadership “sold” this invincible Zity
: 'ﬂixcrc are rumours that the Azerbaijani Defence Minister ordered thf;
~withdrawal of armoured vehicles from the town and mine clearing from
't_hc front lines."® Bur a careful look at the situation reveals bad orgganiza-
ion, confusion and mistrust that led to the fall of this city-fortress. The
:various military groups in the town did not obey the military hicra.rch
‘and often refused to coordinate among themselves. ‘The inhabitants Zf
the town had left or had been evacuated by the authorities feating a
ccond Khojali, which gave less incentive for the fighters to resist to fle—
:e_nd a civilian population. In the early days of May some of the troops

Gharapaghyan Azadakragan Baderazm, 1 988-1.994, op. ¢it., p. 629.

Visi . )
h}sltors to Karabakh can see this tank, converted ro 2 monument, on die main
ighway at the entrance of Shushi. ,

See the interview with the former Azeri Defence Minister Rahim Quaziyev, 2
s

few days after being freed [z ison, i
e e g ' rom prison, in Ekbo, Bak'u, 23 March 2005. Qaziyev
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with their equipment scem €0 have left the town. A final problem for
Azerbaijani croops, whose main body was concentrated in Aghdam, was
logistic. As the Karabakh troops started their offensive on Shushi, the
Azerbaijani troops needed a day or two to start bringing support to
Shushi, too late to change the outcome of the battle. On the other
hand, the Armenian side showed a high level of discipline and organiza-
tion skills. As a result of the two-day battle, the Armenian side lost 57
fighters, while Azerbaijani losses were near 200.1
In June the Armenian forces continued their offensive, and this
cime attacked Lachin from the east coming from Shushi, as well as
from the west from Goris in Armenia. Azeri forces abandoned Lachin
without mouch resistance. The inhabitants of Lachin were mostly ethnic
Kurds, and in spite of Armenian-suppotted efforts to declare a “Kurd-
ish state” based in Lachin, Kurds had left the town with the departing
Azeri fighters. This is not surprising after the treatment the civil popula-

tion had received from the Armenian fighters in Khojali, since ethnic

Kurds had close family ties with cthnic Azeris. Attempts by Karabakh
ds inhabiting Lachin

Armenians to create an alliance with ethnic Kur
and in Kelbajar further to the north had had no result.

With the fall of Lachin, for the first time a physical link was created
between Armenia and Karabakh, and supplies could move at fast to

Tanks Artillery Combar aircraft | Combat
helicopters
Armenia 77 160 3 13
Azerbaijan 278 294 50 6

Table 2: Milicary hardware in Armenia and Azerbaijan in 1992

Source: Roy Allison, Military Forces in the Sovier Suceessor Stares, Adelphi Paper 230, London: T155,

1994, p. 86.

121 Gharapaghyan Azadakragan Buderazm, 1988-1994, op. cit., p. 536. This source
puts Armenian losses at 57 dead, while Agzerbaijani losses %250-300 killed, 600-
700 wounded”, The Azerbaijani mifitary commander Elbrus Orujev puts Az-
erbaijani dead at 159 and 22 missing. See Thotmas
p. 314

122 Author interview with Levon
tary committee for foreign relations, Stepanakert,
man Ali, “Kusdistan: the secre
Tudith Perera, “Agzerbaijan: Kurd:
Londen, 18 June 1992.
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enci ia si
circled Karabakh. The Armenia side thought for the moment that the
war was over and celebratéd victory ahead of time

Changing fronts, changing leaders

After the Armenian victories in Shushi and Lachin, and the openi
a land corridor between Mountainous Karabalkh a’nd Armenizemng o
many in.Armenia thought that this was the victory and the malzrrlopef’
of the military operations were over. They neglected important on g
developments in the Azerbaijani political system that were to ci’?omg
T_hat system and the realitics of the frondine. Following the fall of Izige
jalu and 'the massacre of the Azerbaijani civilians there, Ayaz Mutal'bOf
founc.l hm?self in a delicate situation. APF-led demor;strations uslhos
for his resignation, supported by a public opinion infurated ngt onﬁi
bcc'ause of the Khojali massacre, but also because of the official positi .
Whlch until the last moment was spreading baseless press-reieasei Sllt'lon
ing victories on the front. o
. Mutalibov’s position had been compromised since the August
| m. Moscow. In the first hours following the coup, 1\/IutalibovgcaS o
* with pro-putchist declarations, and the fact that he “correct dgl;?m
. .self a couple of days later did not help erase the initial mistalie l\/.[I H?ﬁ
important than the declarations, the August coup had reshuﬂ:i d Olie
geo‘political equilibrium between Moscow and the Transcauca:us tie
which Moscow was trying for a time to preserve the Soviet Union ;nz
. _icrcfore supported a political system in Azerbaijan, favourable to th
 status quo, and punished a rebellious, nationalist Armenia that w: ) (ti )
(.:_(')n_structing the Soviet order. With the Soviet Union dead Mas "
did not need 1o preserve the status quo in the Transcaucasu,s- HZ:C:{)_V(;'
it have the means to do so. Moreover, the new political lcad:arshi :
Moscow around Boris Yeltsin was of the same political current Pilln
. rmenian leadership, called “democrats” in the context of th tas‘ e
a_nd both had emerged in opposition to Gorbachev’s project of ar st
mg :% reformed, federative USSR. 'The Yeltsin leadership had vep esiew-
Fe}:gtmns with the Armenia of Ter-Petrossian and rejected collabry sion
Wlth old apparatchiks like those who composed the Mutalibov a:ij i
tration. With the military defeats on the front and the shock of Kgl;?al;_

;

the Azerbaijani public was convinced that “only independence from
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‘Russian military presence (...) would perhaps help Azerbaijan resolve
its conflict with Armenia”,'”? a conclusion #ery similar to that of the

Armenian leadership a couple of years earlier.
Huge demonstrations in Baku demanded the resignation of Mutali-

bov. In a stormy session of the Azerbaijani patliament in March 1992,
Mutalibov was accused of not having done enough to protect the Az-
erbaijani population of Karabalch, and was stripped of his post.' The
parliament nominated as temporary head of state Yakub Mamedov,
who was a former rector of the Baku Medical Institute and the speaker
of the parliament, and scheduled presidential elections for June 1992
Azerbaijan was clearly in a situation of dual power. On the one hand
the influence of the APF was growing in the street with daily demon-
strations in Baku, and among the Azerbajjani volunteers fighting on
the Karabakh front, and on the other hand the legal power and state
administration was still held by the nomenklatura. The struggle between
the two camps was more about taking power in Baku, and a divided vi-
sion of the future geopolitical orientation of Azerbaijan, than about the
actual war going on in Karabakh. ‘The military defeats of the Azerbai-
jani forces were mainly conditioned by this political division within the
Azerbaijani elite and public opinion. Two days afrer the resignation of
Mutalibov a Canadian journalist interviewed the leader of the Azerbai-
jani opposition, Abulfaz Flchibey, and concluded: “For him, the deba-
cle in Karabakh was of lesser import than the opportunity Mutalobov’s

departure presented for reworking an essentially colonial relationship
with Russia.”'?

Following the fall of Shushi and Lachin, Mutalibov tried to organ-
ize a come-back to power, on 14 May 1992. ‘The parliament blamed the
defeat on the acting President, Mamedov; it cancelled the scheduled
presidential elections of 7 June. Mutalibov declared a two-month state

of emergency.' But mass demonstrations staged by the opposition in

123 Leila Alieva, “Reshaping Eurasia: Foreign Policy Strategies and Leadership As-

sets in Post-Soviet South Caucasus’, Berkeley Programme in Soviet and Post-

Soviet Studies, 2000, p. 21.

124  Tlizabeth Fuller, “The Ongoing Political Power Struggle in Azesbaijan”, RFE/

RI. Research Report, Vol. 1, No. 18, 1 May 1992.

125  Suzanne Goldenberg, Pride of Small Nations, The Cancasus and Post-Soviet Dis-

order, London: Zed Books, 1994, p. 119.

126 Report on Ethnic Conflict in the Russian Federation dand Transcancasid, Harvard.

136

THE KARABAKH CONELICT

Eront of the pafr[iamcnt, some of them armed with rifles, forced Mutali
ov to resign for a second time and leave th | dal
I S : ¢ country. The presidential
June gave victory to Elchibey with 59
;hc vtltcs.' ];hsz;rm Suleimanov, a close associate of Heydar iici;f e:atnf :
econd with 38 per cent of the votes. Aliev hi : )
ccond wit : . imself was barred from par-
g;lpatmg in the elections on the pretext of his advanced age {a limil?cacr)F
o yc)arf[;:ras set i;(i)r the candidates, with the clear purpose of excluding
ev). The several months of power struggl
Azerbaijan d
the war front. The Armenian fi eceod i
- : ghters had succeeded in o i
it:he ter;itory of Mountainous Karabakh, and the Karabiipfrnfl an' o
- . Cn
orces had St?.cceeded in occupying the town of Lachin in Azerb an
proij;r, crean_ng a land corridor linking Karabakh to Armenia e
A we will Sfee later, most Armenian military victories c'oincided
wit Uilntemal strife within Azerbaijan, And power struggle ther
: €
;1 a_:gp ?r.pal}cr;omen;m, reflecting the fractured nature of the Azeri‘:ils
olitical elite and Azerbaijani identi -
and, ty more generally. This identi;
Kas baseci on‘ regionalist loyalties, in themselves a rrue rzﬂection (C;fflttlhty
d;z}:s:y o -tl;ls lancll{,hwhich was either integrated in larger empires oj
egrated into khanates cent iti ,
S o o ntred around large cities such as Baku,
) un\:g};:lnl A!zlulfiz‘ Elcilllibey acceded to the presidency, Azerbaijan gét
eadership: the state institutions and the fc
. ormer o iti
re_ii;eIser:lt.:;;g large sectors of the public opinion now cxprcssedpap erllit{-{lzz
will, i
_: rlom-t :{ not t.ake ic.)ng for this change to be felt at the front. Flchibe
P] 11se to finish with the war “in three months”.'” And indeed oy
ﬂfu y 1992, only days after Elchibey’s election, a massive Azerbai,' y
fensive started from the north of Karabakh. According to Arm an
Qulr{ccs Fhe former Soviet Fourth Army, which was based near Cf i,
ook active part in the military operations,'” Moreover Azerbaijanaﬁﬁz
> a

Just received its part of the Soviet military heritage, and thus had a larg
> (S

'u@ber of tanks and artillery. It could also mobilize larger numbers of

University, Strengthening D i itud
July 1995 5 78'grh g Democratic Institutions Project, Cambridge, MA,

Semik Vaner, “Les Ambitions de I’ T .
57, Autamn 1992, p. 355, - Azetbaidjan ™, Politique Internationale, No.

Goltz, op. cit., p. 262,
Gharapaghyan Azadakragan Baderazm, 1988-1994, op. cit., p. 466

137




WAR AND PEACE IN THE CAUCASUS

fighters, compared with the limited numbers available for the Karabakh
Armenian leadership. ‘The Azerbaijani armed forces first occupied the
Shahumian region'® and later took most of Martakert region, causing a
mmass exodus of 40,000 Karabakh Armenians towards Stepanakert and
into Armenia proper.”® The wave of Azerbaijani advances was stopped
to the north of Stepanakert. Other massive onslaughts to the east and
the south, against Martuni and Hadrut, failed to make any change in
the front line. '

As in the fields of internal politics, management of the economy, and
international relations, the Elchibey administration did not show devel-
oped skills in the art of military leadership. The initial successes on the.
northern front of Karabakh proved to be an isolated event in the over-
all military developments of the Karabakh conflict. In fact the Karabakh
Armenians quickly learned from their former failures. In the autumn of
1992, they brought in a State Defence Committee headed by Robert Ko-
charian which put an end to the volunteer brigade system inherited from
the guertilla phase of the conflict, and created a centralized control and
command. It went further and mobilized all resources of Mountainous

Karabalch for the war effort. The Lachin corridor also permitted the trans-

port of needed equipment and ammunition from Armenia. Already in
that autumn of 1992 the Karabalh Armenian forces were marking slow
but regular progress by retaking village after village in the Martakert re-
gion. In the spring of 1993 they had already taken the strategic road link-
ing Martakert to Kelbajar, and started advancing west towards Kelbajar, a
Jarge mountainous territory that lies between Armenia and Karabakh.
The bartle for Kelbajar started on 27 March and ended on 2 April

1993, The Armenian forces advanced from several positions, cutting

the Azerbaijani troops in Kelbajar into two. By the time of the Kelba- .

jar battle, the Azerbaijani forces had exhausted themselves. The inva-

sion of the year before had caused huge losses of men and armour. 'The -
Azerbaijani defear also forced some 60,000 ethnic Azeris and Kurds -

living in the region to cross the Mrav pass and become [DPs. (inter-

nally displaced people).' After the invasion of Kelbajar, the Arme-

130  Rechristened as Geranboy region in Azerbaijan.

181 Agerbaijan, Seven Years of Conflict in Nagorna-Karabakh, New Yorle: Human

Rights Watch/Helsinki, 1994, p. 5.
132 Neil MacFarlane and Larry Minear, Fimanizarian Action and Politics: The Cas
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nian forces continued their initiative, taking Martakerr in an attack
on 26—%7 June 1993, less than a year afier the town was occupied b
A%erbaijani troops. The Karabakh Armenian troops were now deter)-l
mined to deliver a hard blow to the Azerbaijani war ambitions. In the
summer of 1993 they occupied several Azerbaijani districes :around
Karabalch, including Gubatli and Zankelan that lie between Armeni
and Karabakh to the south of Lachin, but also Jebrayil, Fizuli anz
Aghdam to the south-ecast and east of Karabakh. Serge Sa::kissian th
Karabakh Defence Minister, explained the victories of his force,s be
the huge losses Azerbaijan suffered in 1992-93; these raised morale oz
thelArmenian side: “There were heavy Azerbaijani losses until spring,”
which he put at 15,000 Azerbaijani soldiers killed against 2,000 i’n
the Armenian side. “Azerbaijan has no tank-armour superior)ity over
Karabakh forces. ‘The air force could never cause any serious milita
7 harm, it hurts only civilians.”%* Sarkissian also said that the Azerbalz
janis could “reconstruct their forces, but it needs several months”
clearly expressing the feeling that he had to make the most of the ¢ 1',
rent confusion on the side of his antagonists. w
; ‘The military defeats created an atmosphere of uncertainty in Baku
and further weakened the already dwindling popularity of Elchibe ,
:His downfall was triggered by a military rebellion led by the Karabak)g
war hero Surat Huseinov. The chain of events started with the Soviet
.Qurth Army suddenly withdrawing from Ganja in May 1993, hand-
ng over parts of its weaponry and large stocks of ammunition, to the
orces of Huseinov. ‘This latter was a former wool factory director in
‘evlakh, who had made large financial contriburions to the war effort
nd had himself led a group of fighters during the various episodes o;‘
 war. He had also won medals for his heroism during the capture
. Martakert, during whichr his private army had played a key role. In
| eb'n.laly 1993, he fell out with the Elchibey government, and \.}vas
dismissed, along with the Defence Minister, Rahim Qaziye’v. Husei-
pulled his 709% brigade from the battle lines, and retreated to his
ower base in Ganja, creating a vacuum at the front.
o regain the military equipment left behind by the departin
ssian troops, the government sent loyal soldiers to Ganja in earI;Br

of Nagorno-Karabakh, Providence: Watson Institute, 1997, p. 17.
Aathor interview with Serge Sarkissian, Stepanakere, 10 July 1993,
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June 1993. The forces under the orders of Surat Huseinov resisted,

resulting in violent clashes in which up to seventy people were killed.

"This ignited a rebellion that first took control of Ganja and then start-

ed marching eastwards to Baku, demanding the resignation of Flch-

bey. Although the numbers of Huseinov’s troops marching on Baku

were small’® the Flchibey government had no more defences, no one

wanted to stand up and fight for him, In the confusion, as the rebel

army was 30 kilometres from the capital, Heydar Aliev, the former

head of the Azerbaijani Communist Party, returned to Baku from
Nakhichevan, and very skilfully took power away from Elchibey. He
was first elected member of the Milli Majlis (patliament) and then to
head the Majlis, a post that also had the title of vice-president, Fearing
che rebel forces would enter Baku, Flchibey left for his native village
in Nakhichevan, and-a few days later (24 June 1993) the Milli Majlis
appointed Aliev to the presidency. The rebel Huseinov became the
new Prime Minister. In a Soviet-style election organized on 3 Oc-

* tober, Aliev defeated two unknown figures with 98.8 per cent of the
votes. Thus ended the Azerbaijani experiment with democracy, and.
the Soviet-era nomenklatura returned to power.

As in the spring of 1992, the power struggle in Baku and the
leadership vacuum that it caused had a disastrous effect on the Az-
erbaijani military. The Armenian side profited from this opportunity
as best it could, creating a cordon sanitaire around Karabakh. As Aliev
was taking power Armenian forces entered Aghdam. Later they took
Fizuli to the south-east of Karabakh, and Jebrayil to its south. This

left over a hundred thousand civilians in western Azerbaijan trapped

by Armenian forces. In a later offensive in November 1993 the region

of Zankelan fell to the Armenian fighters without much resistance,
and thousands of Azerbaijani refugees crossed the Arax river into Iran, |

before being settled in refugee camps in central Azerbaijan. '
To add to the confusion, a short-lived rebellion hit south-eastern
Azerbaijan around the city of Lenkoran, a region inhabited by the Per-

sian-speaking Talish minority. Led by Alikram Gumbatov, an army of-

ficer, the rebellion declared the establishment of Talish-Mughan repub

134  Some rumours even suggested that it was justa thirty-man force, see Goltz, op

cit., p. 364. Even if this seems an exaggeration, it reveals how small the gebel®:

army was and how weak Elchibey had hecome just after a year in power.
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lic in August 1992.' There was a fear that more minorities would revolt
and Azerbaijan as a state would disintegrate. But loyal troops crushed
the rebellion, forcing Gumbatov to escape to exile in Russia. Later he
was handed back to Baku where he was tried and sent to prison.

Like his predecessors, Heydar Aliev opened his presidency yet with
another offensive on the Karabakh front. The offensive started by late
November and lasted for four months. This winter offensive wasyver
-costly for both sides, as both fighting armies were increasingly 01rgani'z)j
ing their command structures, mobilizing more men, and using sophis-
ticated weapon systems. The offensive was possible after the Azerbaijani
army declared a general draft of young men into the national army, and
reinforced its ranks with foreign military experts and fighters, who ;:ame
from various and quite unusual sides: US instructors, former Turkish
army officers, Afghan Mujahideen.. . Several thousand (estimated from
.1,500 to 2,500) Afghan fighters from Hizb-i-Wahdat under the leader-
ship of Guibeddin Hekmatyar were flown to Azerbaijan by fall 1993
after a visit to Afghanistan by the Azerbaijani Deputy Foreign Minis:
ter, Rovshan Javadov.'® They seem to have taken part in several bat-
t}ﬁ..‘s.-in 1993-94. US military experts and Turkish officers took part in
rgﬂltary training and advice.'”” The initial offensive concentrated on the
sguth—eastern part of the front, and the Azerbaijani troops tried to re-
capture Horadiz, an important railway junction. Later in January 1994
-t-h_.? Azeri offensive concentrated on the Mtav mountain chain, in an
attempt to take the Omar pass. Initially Azerbaijani forces seoreél some
successes, crossing the pass-and entering the villages of Kelbajar region
.B.i}t soon snow and Armenian counter-attack cut them off from thei;
wply lines.'® Azerbaijani losses were heavy, many being killed by the

Hugh Pape, “Azerbaij - »
gustg 19%3- < erbaijan maay split into twe s The Independent, London, 18 Au-

" On the use of mercenaries by the Azerbaijani 7l
s5e y the Azerbaijani army, see: Azerbaijan, Seven Ye
0f Conflzc/r in Nagorno-Karabakh, New York: Human Rights &/atch/ﬁﬁsi:li?
1994, p- 46; see also Hayk Demoyan, Karabakh Drama: Hidden Acts Yerf:vanT
Caucasian Center for Iranian Studies, 2003, pp. 34-6. ' -
: Pormerl American officers turned mercenaries, with experience in the Iran-con-
tra affair and connections with the little known MEGA-oil company, appeared

« in Baku in 1992 to provide training and mes i
g and mercenaries for the Azerbaijani
See Goltz, The Azerbasjani Diary, pp. 270-9. or the Aerbaant army

}dra'k Abbasov and Jasur Mamedov, “Azeri Veterans Recall Military Fiasco”
- Institute for War and Peace Reporting, Cancasus Reporting Service, No. 219’
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ith estimates of over 5,000 soldiers killed and over 60 armoured

1 In spite of the fierce fighting, the four-month of-
ar front as

cold, w
vehicles destroyed.
fensive did not bring about any significant alteration of the w:
established by the autumn of 1993.

By the spring of 1994 the Azerbaijani forces were exhausted, and
it was rumnoured that the Armenian sidé was on the point of starting a
new offensive to take Yevlakh, an Azerbaijani town on the road between

Ganja and Baku.'® As a result of heavy Russian pressure; a cease-fire
Yerevan and Stepanakert in Bishkek
ge of the Russian Defence Minis-

this

agreement was signed by Baku,

on 18 May 1994, under the patrona
ter, Pavel Grachev. In spite of the absence of peacekeeping troops,

cease-fire has preserved the status quo since 1994.

Why negotiations and mediation failed

I will conclude my discussion of the Karabakh conflict by addressing

three questions. The first is whether it was possible to solve the Kara-

bakh problem without violence: was it possible to negotiate a solution,

a new format of coexistence between Armenians and Azerbaijanis as

the Soviet Union was crumbling? The second is, what role did Moscow

or other foreign powers play in the conflict? And the third question,

which goes to the essence of my work, is whether nationalism should be
seen at the heart of the conflict, and its mobilization as the cause of the
political and military developments, or whether nationalism could be-.
come an agent of change because of more global shifts in the political-
institutional framework. The intention I have here is not essentializing,
but rather proposes a new weaving of causes and narratives.

The first remark to be made on the Armeno-Azerbaijani conflict is
the radical shift in the geopolitical context as the conflict started in
1988 and developed into a full-scale war in 1992. The conflict started .

with Armenia and Azerbaijan as sub-entities of the Soviet state, and
by the end of 1991 they emerged as independent states. In 1988 the
Karabakh conflict was an internal problem of the USSR; it was trans-

formed in December 1991 into an international conflict as Armenia

London, 21 Pebruary 2004.
139 Michael Croissanc, The Armenia-Azerbaijan Conflict, op. cit., p. 96.

140 Author intesviews in Yerevan, April 1994.
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and Azerbaijan were recognized as independent states which joined the
United Nations. As we saw eatlier, during the start of the movement
the Armenian militants were making demands on Moscow, not Baku
for the rectification of a political error under Stalin—as they saw it a;
the time. The centre of power of the Soviet state was in Moscow, and
any change had to come from there. They thought that once Moscow
accepted the idea of change, there would be very little resistance from
the Azerbaijani side. “In 1988 Armenians in Karabakh and Armenia
tried to solve the question of Karabakh through constitutional ways,”
according to Vazgen Manukian. “There was some sort of romanticism
in our belief that the question could be solved peacefully: no people
gives up land without struggle” was his conclusion.'” The samne idea is
shared by Anatoly Chernyacv, an adviser to Gorbachev, who said the
conflict could have been solved when the Armenian mass mobilization
was in its eatly stage, and before a similar mass movement emerged in
Azerbaijan: “T'o achieve that [peaceful solution to Karabakh conflict]
we would have had o give Karabakh to Armenia immediately, as early
as 1986, when the crisis there was only beginning and Azerbaijani na-

tionalism was still in deep slumber or at least wasn’t yet “organized”.

(-..) In fact that is what actually did happen, only without the process
being dragged out over many torturous, hellish years,” 4
- It took several months for the leaders of the Karabakh Movement to
Eealize that Azerbaijan was an independent political factor. They started
seeing Azerbaijan as an independent player in the Karabakh conflice
from November 1988, after the emergence of a popular movement in
Azerbaijan itself, well after the Sumgait pogroms. The popular move-
ment in Azerbaijan, as we have seen earlier, was mobilized around the
idea of defending Karabakh as part of Azerbaijan. On the other hand,
the emergence of the Karabakh movement gave the Armenian side a
obilized force and a political will, which was a source of concern for
the Kremlin.

During the Karabakh conflict there were several attempts to create
dialogue between Baku and Yerevan. One initial attempt to create links
etween the Armenian National Movement and the Azerbaijani Popu-

Aathor interview with Vazgen Manukian, Yerevan, 16 March 1994,

An?.tely Chernyaev, My Six Years With Gorbachev, University Park: Penn State
University Press, 2000, p. 185.
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lar Front took place in Riga, in February 1990. On the agenda were
the territorial question, stabilizing the security situation, the return of
refugees from both sides, and discussion of the humanitarian conse-
quences of the conflict." This ambitious plan did not take off because
of the violent events in Baku at the time, and the meeting did not go
further than a basic exchange of views.!" The defear of the APF in the
September 1990 clections marginalized the Front and led to a break in
the negotiations.

A researcher has questioned whether the war was inevitable, and
suggested that in summer 1991 “there was a possibility to avert the war
at that time, more than three years after the events in Sumgait.”"* The
author has the best of intentions, to show theoretically that the Kara-
bakh confrontation was not predetermined, and that ar any moment a
solution was possible. But in spite of the intention, it is very difficuit
to project such an analysis on the reality of the Karabalh conflict,.and
even more so to suggest that a negotiated solution for this complex
conflict was possible in, of all years, the fatal year of 1991. He bases his:
analysis on one episode of negotiations between Baku leadership and
o Karabalch Armenian leader, Valerii Grigorian, following Operation
Kaltso, during which Armenian villages in Shahumian, Shushi, and
Hadrut districts were emptied by a joint Soviet Army and Azerbaijani
Interior troops operation. Elsewhere, he says that if the Azerbaijanis
had foreseen the outcome of the conflict “they would reasonably have
preferred to cut their losses rather than use force to resist Armenian
scparatism and irredentism.” One could argue that even if a small
circle of Azerbaijani leaders believed that they had no chance of win-
ning a war (in fact Azerbaijani leaders thought that their supesiority in
arms and numbers would prevail), they still had to face their popula-
tion, heavily mobilized around the cause of defending Karabakh within

Azerbaijan. Around this notion there crystallized an Azerbaijani mass

143 Irina Litviova in Jzvestia, 31 January 1990, in English in CDSP, Vol XLII, No.:

5, 1990.

144  Hambartsum Galstyan, “The Riga Meeting”, in G.J. Libaridian, Armenia at the

Crossroads, pp. 47-30.

145 Erik Melander, “The Nagorno‘KaIabal(h Conflict Revisited, Was the Whar In-

evitable?” Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol. 3 No. 2, Spring 2001, p. 48,
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movement claiming sovereignty and independence. What Azerbaijani
political leader, even a very enlightened one, could have had the courage
to tell his people to give up Karabakh in the early 1990s? °

‘The whole political dynamism in Armenia and Azerbaijan was de-
veloping towards confrontation, and it was not Sumgait which was an
isolated event, but negotiation initiatives: the assassination of Grigorian
in the streets of Stepanakert, probably by radical Armenians, put an end
to his efforts. ‘The most important misunderstanding in this analysis is
the assumption that any agreement could have had serious consequence
on the ground: in 1991 the only existing state structure (the USSR) was
crumbling, and failed to impose its will on the conflict parties. On the
other hand, there was no unified leadership on cither side of the conflict
that could negotiate a political resolution. The unstable political context
made any attempt to negotiate a risky political endeavour, exposing its
supporters to accusations of “treason”, and the continuous speradic vio-
lence made the role of any negotiator a nearly impossible mission.

A more serious effort of mediation was initiated by the then presi-
dent of the Russian Soviet Federal Republic, Boris Yeltsin, supported
by the Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbaev. Both heads of state ar-
rived in Stepanakert in September 1991, and their mediation led to the
‘Zhcleznovodsk Declaration” to regulate the conflict. But it did not
t;ake long before this agreement turned into a dead letter. In November
. q_f the same year Armenian forces shot down an Azerbaijani helicopter
vhich was transporting Azerbaijani oflicials as well as Russian and Ka-
_ .kh diplomats, on a mission to implement the agreement. In 1991 the
Fqgrity situation on the ground did not permit any negotiated solution
o take root. Formerly mixed Armenian and Azerbaijani regions, towns
. d villages had gradually polarized, and increasing violence led to mass
tefugee movement. Roads linking towns and villages were insecure for
bothi sides, since each locality had formed its own gﬁards who blocked
¢ free circulation of the opposite cthnic group. Practically, Armenians
er’q--blocking large sections inhabited by Azerbaijani population, while
rbaijanis had imposed a blockade on the Armenian séttlem;nts in
-around Karabalh. This explosive situation was kept under control
..ks to the presence of the Soviet Army, which accompanied convoys
f;l}ing along the main routes of Karabalkh, permitting a minimum
ment of goods and people. But after the August coup the Soviet
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Army had no more leadership, its mission was unclear, it was cut off
from its logistic bases inside Russia, and it could not continue its former
mission. It started evacuating its positions in November 1991, finishing
in a matter of three months. With the disappearance of this last force
of interposition a violent clash berween the two antagonistic sides was
inevitable, and good intentions, whether from within or outside the
region, had no chance to stop it.

Tranian diplomacy intensively mediated between Baku, Stepana-
kert and Yerevan to reach a cease-fire agreement in eatly 1992. At best,
some cease-fire declarations held for a few days, before artillery fire and
ground attacks resumed. Despite those setbacks, Teheran succeeded in
bringing together the Armenian President Ter-Petrossian and the Az-
erbaijani head of state Yakub Mamedov. Yet, hours after their arrival in
Teheran, the news of Armenian forces entering Shushi spread, making
negotiations redundant. This was a heavy blow to Iranian diplomacy,
which had invested its energies to bring peace 1o its northern borders.
It was also embarrassing to the Armenian leader, who seemed either to
have o control over the ethnic Armenian troops fighting in Karabakh,
or to be determined to give a blow to [ranian mediators. The truth
could be a third possibility, that the offensive on Shushi, planned to
take place on an eatlier date, was postponed because of bad weather
and logistical difficultics, and was not planned deliberately to foil the

Teheran negotiations.

The Russian role, outside intervention and
the military outcome

There is not a civil war or separatist condlict in the former Soviet Union with-
out them. They fight alongside Armenians against Azeris in Nagcrno—Karabakh

and fly bombing missions for Abkhaz rebels in the war against Georgia (...}
7

They ate the Russians.. J

So started Goltz’s article that had great impact on shaping American

views on the Russian role in post-Soviet space. Goltz thought the Rus-
sian policy was to dismember “those states that wish to leave Moscow’s

147  ‘Thomas Goltz, “Letter From FEurasia: The Hidden Russian Hand”, Foreign
Policy, No. 92, Fall 1993, p. 92. S

146

THE KARABAKH CONFLICT

orbit” ® He went so far as to suggest that the Khojali massacre was the
worlk of Russians, to provoke further conflict between the two nations
In a word, he suggested, the Karabakh conflict was instigated, planned'
and fought by the Russians. Such interpretations of the causes of War;
in the Caucasus sce the local belligerents as simple actors of a script
written and a play directed from Moscow.

Goltz’ assertions have two problems. The first is that they are very
popular in Caucasian capitals, and serve to shift responsibilities away
from local actors and leaders. During the war, and since, I have several
times heard people in Baku and Yerevan insisting that the changin
war fronts were the result of Russian manipulation, of conscious polig~
cies in Moscow; and that once the Russian factor was eliminated from

- the Caucasus, Armenians and Azerbaijanis could find a ﬁadux vivends.
Just to quote a few examples: the Yerevan based analyst Armen Bagh-
dasarian considered that the Azerbaijani victory in the summer of 1992
could be explained only by Russian military support to the Elchibey
regime;' the Azerbaijani presidential adviser Vafa Guluzade exi)ressed
a similar position, saying, “The current struggle is that of Russia against
national independence movements (...} Withour Russian protection
_ [of Armenia] Azerbaijan could return Karabakh under its rule”;'™ and
- Isa Gambar, parliament speaker in 1992-93, and one of the lez:ders of
the Azerbaijani opposition, similarly declared: “Russia considers that
.until it solves its internal problems, it should not permit the normal
development of South Caucasus states. If the foreign intervention is
eliminated, the resolution of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict would
be easier.”"t

= 'The second problem with the “Russian Hand” theory is that it came
_.t a time then Western views on a new policy towards Russia were
taking shape, and in February 1994 the idea of eastern expansion of
IATO while leaving Russia out had won in the policy debate.’? There-
_or'_e, the West saw Russia once again as the potential enemy, and saw
intervention not as a stabilizing force, but as a source of trouble. On

Ibid.

Author interview with Armen Baghdasarian, Yerevan, 10 March 1993.
Author interview with Vafa Guluzade, Baku, 28 June 1999.

Author’s notes of press conference given by Isa Gambar, Baku, 1 July 1999,
Gilbert Achear, La nouvelle guerre froide, Paris: PUE 1999, pp. 72-6.
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the other hand, some Russian analysts were woried about a return of
dictatorship, in the form of a nationalist ideology and neo-imperialistic
policies in the “Lear abroad”, as a result of the failure of the Russian
cconomic reforms and democratization under Yeltsin and Gaidar. Such
a shift in Russian policies from pro-democratic reforms to a nation-
alist backlash could only lead to renewed tensions between Moscow
5.% Perceptions between Russia and the West were

and Western capital :
e actual role played by Rus-

changing, and this left a long shadow over th
sia in the former Soviet republics.

Apart from perceptions and politically motivated representations,
what was the real Russian policy in the Caucasus, and what impact
did it have on the Karabakh war? The political reaction of the Kremlin
in the initial phase of the conflict (1988-91) was surprise and bewil-
derment, followed later by an attempt to keep the status quo while
since Moscow thought solving

proposing karge economic investments,
g national-polirical

socio-economic problems would solve the existin
ones. It also introduced the army as a peacckeeping force, to separate
the warring factions and bring a minimum of stability to the moun-
rainous autonomy. As the situation worsened Moscow tried to put the
region under its direct rule by creating the Volsky commission. By the
time that experiment had failed to produce results, Gorbachev was dra-
matically weakened and his main concern was to keep power and try to
reorganize the USSR on federal lines, through constitutional reforms.
Whet Armenia refused to take part in the referendum on the new union
{March 1991),
were used to punish the Armenian side (and reward loyal Mutalibov)
by Operation Kaltso and by organizing “ethnic cleansing” of Armenian
villages to the north of Karabakh and around the town of Shushi.

As the Soviet Union crumbled, Moscow had military forces in the

the Soviet troops which were deployed as peacekeepers -
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regions of the Caucasus hostile to Russian rule, calling the survival of
those bases into question.’™ Most of those bases were isolated and did
not receive either funding or food, and the soldiers were disoricnted
and starving. In those circumstances, local Russian military feaders had
to manage their survival and that of their troops by all poséible means
including selling weapons or working as mercenaries.” Seeing a c:cmi
scious, manipulative “hand” behind this is an act of wild imagination
In the fateful period of November 1991-June 1992, during Whic.h
the Armenian forces succeeded in taking control of the whole of Moun-
tainous Karabakh and opening a land corridor to Armenia, Russia did
not have a clear policy in the Caucasus. Not only did various Russian
institutions have contradictory policies—the president’s office, the For-
eign, Defence and Interior ministries—but even the Defen;e Minis-
try did not have control over “its” retreating forces from Karabakh
Armenia and Azerbaijan, leaving behind large quantities of arms anci
ammunition. Some analysts see in the fact that Russian officers handed
arms from the Stepanakert garrisons to Karabakh Armenians, or from
the Gumri base to the forces of the local warlord Huseino*:f a kind
of Russian plot. Let us consider the question whether the Ru;sian of-
ficials commanding those bases could have done anything other than
hand over those weapons to local fighters. Surely Karabakh Armenians
or Ganja fighters would not have tolerated the Russians raking those
weapons away. Instead, the Russian officers were happy to cash in a few
thousand dollars in return for a tank or a howitzer. Russian milicary as
far away as the Baltic Fleet were selling arms and ammunition, which
were later sent to the war fronts in the Caucasus.'® Russian military
assistance in the form of sending arms and ammunition to Armenia

See the article by Col. Vr Kaushansky, “How ‘Qurs’ ‘Ali
.V ky, “How “Ousrs’ Become Aliens’™, Kras-
naya Zvezda, 22 March 1991, quoted in Russian Press Digest, 22 March 197;;

Caucasus region which it hardly controlled. From mid-1991 undl the
end of 1992, Moscow had little idea about the situation of the former *
Soviet bases in the Caucasus, and about how it could use them in the °
future. Nor did the Russian leadership have the means to preserve those.
bases from a logistic point of view, while the long-term strategic perspec-

tive was shrouded in darkness as national movements erupted in various '.

descr%b‘ing the difficulsies of Soviet troops in Armenia; Nezavisimaya Gazeta
desc:.nbcs how North Ossets threatened to_nationalize military bases on their
territory unless the military supplied them with weapons for the fighting i

South Ossetia; sec Russian Press Digest on 23 May 1992, Brne

On the condition of the Russian armed forces in 199
: ion o 1-92, see Pavel B
Russian Army in Times of Trouble, PRIOJSAGE, London, I996iwpcp. "1“31‘;-;‘?)‘_’

see also William Odom, The Collz the Sovi 't
Univessity Press, 1998, ipse of the Soviet Military, New Haven: Yale

n BOrgC.’: 3 Im OVEIlShEd Russian [IOOP % 11
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‘Alexander Arbatov, “A New Cold War?” Foreign Policy, No. 95, Summer 1994, .
‘ ' Guardian, 21 May 1992.
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was much more important in 1993-94, when the war took the form of
confrontation between two regular armies. ‘This assistance was key to
creating an air defence system in Karabakh that neutralized the Azerbai-
jani air superiority, as well as giving the necessary military hardware for
the Armenian offensive of 1993. Therefore, Russian policies during the
Karabalch war should be seen in a much more nuanced way than by
presenting Moscow as the manipulator of the war there for an imperial
return to those formerly Tsarist and Soviet colonies. The empire was
not returning, it was simply shrinking.

Russian analysts suggest that if manipulation happened, it was a
two-way affair. According to Yevgeni Kazhokin, the director of the Rus-
sian Institute of Strategic Studies in Moscow, it was not just the Russian
policy makers who manipulated the situation in Azerbaijan and Georgia
to overthrow nationalist leaders and bring back former Soviet officials;
rather it was the old nomenklatura figures, Aliev and Shevardnadze, who
used their connections with Russia and succeeded in bringing the local
Russian military power to support their bids to retake power.'

The question remains, how did numerically inferior Armenians,
with a difficult geographical position during the inittal months of the
wat, and a big inferiority in arms and ammunition, succeed in winning
the war? Many analysts refer to the military tradition of Armenians in
the Sovict army, while Azerbaijanis and Muslims in general were dis-
criminated against and did not have specialized military training. Oth-
ers note the better social organization of Armenians, their discipline and
motivation relative to that of Azerbaijanis. On the political level, the
Armenian side registered its most dramatic successes when Baku was
in a state of turmoil, suffering from a power struggle between various
elite factions. Whenever Azerbaijan was united under one leadership it
went on to countet-attack, with limited success. Last but not least, the
Armenian efforts to build a professional army came much earlier, while
Azerbaijan lagged behind. Vazgen Manukian, who was Prime Minister

and later Defence Minister of Armenia {September 1992-April 1993),
said that he tried to attract ethnic Armenian officers in the Russian
Army by offering them wages higher than what they earned in Russia.'
What has not been remarked so far is that political and military de-

Author interview with Yevgeni Kozhokin, Moscow, 15 May 1998.
Author interview with Vazgen Mamukian, Yerevan, 18 December 2004,
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velopments in 1988-91 prepared each of the antagonists Armenia and
Azerbaijan for a different war.

'Ihe presence of the Soviet troops and their pro-Azeri political
sympathy and continuous pressure on the Armenian side (Operation
Kaltso, April-September 1991) forced Armenian villages to create their
self-defence units and fight back. From 1988 uniil end of 1991 the
Armenians of Karabalch not only witnessed direct military pressure
but also had the examples of the Sumgait, Kirovabad (later Ganja)
and Baku pogroms driving out Armenian populations. The Karabakh
Armenians, frightened and encircled, had their backs to the wall. The
Azerbaijani side was prepared for another sort of war. In Sumgait and
Baku Azerbaijani mobs had numerical superiority and could chase out
the ethnic Armenians by the superiority of their sheer numbers. During
Operation Kaltso in 1991 they were supported by the superior forces of
the Soviet troops against lightly armed Armenian villagers. Their mili-
tary strategy basically consisted of spreading fear through shelling (as in
Stepanakert in 1991-92} and massive attacks thar lacked coordination
and strategic depth. This military style could not match the organiza-
tion and determination showed by the Armenian side. Once the Soviet
troops withdrew, in the initial year of the war (1992} the Armenian
and Azerbaijani self-defence units formed at village level, supported by
volunteer battalions coming from Yerevan and Baku, were left to face
each other, and on this level the Armenian side was better organized
and had more experience. '

Causes of war: fear or opportunity?

: S " . .- v

. }‘iuart Kaufmann proposes an interesting argument on the origins of
the Karabakh conflict by criticising the “intellectual conceit that ethnic
war is simply the logical result of the pursuit of group interests”." He
insists that ethnic wars are primarily driven by fear, “which in tarn has
its sources in prejudice by which ethnic conflicts escalate to war”.' For
Kaufmann, it was the irrational explosion of sentiments that caused
the emergence of insecurity and violence, which in its turn eroded the

Stuart Kaufman, “Ethnic Fears and Ethnic War in Karabagh”, Washington:

C3IS, 1998, p. 2. 1 : i - ingp
Pers/()og.pDFP nternet address: www.csis.org/ruseura/ponars/worldngpa-

Thid.
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power of Moscow over the two Caucasian republics, and not conscious
elite-led calculations.of win-or-lose. “Rather, ideological and prejudice-
driven echnic fears caused conflict and violence that, over time, weak-
ened and finally destroyed the state.”® But why does such fear erupt at
certain moments and not others? Or, why does this fear lead to violence
i certain circumstances, and is either repressed or finds different, non-
violent, expressions in others? Kaufmann says that just as in the case
of Karabalh, “violence may erupt even before extremist elites start to
mobilize people”.'” He calls such cases “mass-led”, contrasting them
with “elite-led” conflicts as in the former Yugoslavia. For example, he
remarks that the initial rallies in Armenia in 1988 were mobilized well
before the formation of committees at factory and university level. Sim-
ilarly, mobilization in Azerbaijan, and the imposing of the blockade on
Armenian villages within and around Karabakh, had a mass character
and were not led by the Baku elite.

Let us put aside expressions like “extrernist elites”, or dozens of oth-
ers such as “nationalist”, “separatist”, or “Christian” Armenians and
“Muslim” Azetbaijanis, etc. which are value judgements that hinder our
undetstanding of the political realities, and often are marred by impre-
cision and misunderstandings. Kaufmann’s paper is highly interesting
because it helps reconstruct a new argument by rearranging his. We
can also see the same equation (nationalism leading to Soviet collapse)
the other way around: it was not Armenian nationalism that led to the
weakening of the Soviet Union, but the weakening of the Soviet rule
that created a huge political space and a demand for the development
of a new political legitimacy. Because of reasons proper to modern Ar-
menian history, and because of the specific nature of Soviet policies and
more precisely the creation of cthnically defined territories, the new

political legitimacy could only be filled by a2 movement defining itseif in

national terms. Armenians—ot Georgians ot Ingushes for that matter—
were no less nationalist in 1978 than in 1988, and one can recall the
disturbances in Georgia and Abkhazia when Moscow tried to reform

the Soviet constitution and questioned the place of the Armenian and
Georgian languages in those Soviet Republics. But the Soviet Union -

161 Tbid., p.9.
162 Ibid., p. 10.
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and its state structures were still intact, and as a result the nationalist
outbursts did not develop into alternative political movements

. Gorbachev’s reforms proposed new principles for politi.cal rela-
tions within the USSR, encouraging Armenians to put forward their
age-old grievances (loss of land and people) and the territorial questio
o-f Karabakh where the majority of inhabitants were still ethni((l; Armf:lf
nians. The contradictory policies of Gorbachev, the Sumgait traged
the shifts by Communist Party cadres, the rise of inter-ethnic violgenz ,
and population exchange, all contributed to progressive underminine
of Soviet authority in Armenia. As I explained above, Soviet structure%
were more solid in Azerbaijan, partially because of the weakness of the
Azerbaijani popular movement, and because Azerbaijan was supported
by Moscow to preserve the status quo. In any case, with the emergence
of powerful mass movements and the development of politics oftside
the framework of the oflicial party and the state institutions, Moscow
lost its capacity and role of power broker and mediator, and }‘;rmcnians
and Azerbaijanis found themselves face to face for the first time sin
| the Sovietization of the Caucasus. To conclude, it was the weakeni;l:e
'. of the Soviet statc that led to political nationalism, and its collapse t(g;

the war between Armenians and Azerbaijanis to determine who vPirould
‘control the disputed territories. :
Svaqte Cornell looks at the conflicts of the Caucasus from the per-
pective of the unstable institutional structures, the autonomy structires '
-within the Union Republics. He notes that most secessionist move-
r?e'nts took place where auronomy structures existed;'s? that ethnic mo-
‘bilization takes place “as minority groups perceive themselves subjected
to-assimilation”,'™ and that once conflict erupts minorities do noi wish

toreturn to the autonomy arrangement and demand full independence
He concludes: ' |

f¥a sense, the autonomous starus seems to have fuelled rather than diminished
o B L .
e rlg demands — a factor which is helpful in understanding why Central
s i .
Asta, where icre are few autonomous regions, has witnessed fewer instances of
ethnic conflict than the Caucasus.!®

Svante Cornell, Small Nations and Big Powers, p. 40.
Ibid., pp. 41-2.
Ibid., p. 45.
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While Cornell's remark about the interrelation between minority
mobilization and institutional structures of autonomy is highly inver-
1 would like to introduce a clear difference between minority
ethnic conflict. One does not necessarily lead to the

¢ in a mechanical way. At the time of the Soviet col-
various forms and levels

esting,
mobilization and
other, at least no
lapse there were dozens of tetritorial disputes,
of ethic mobilization, and luckily only a few of those led to bloody
confrontations. T'o move from echnic mobilization to conflict we need a
violent intervention to trigger a bloody conflict. This trigger often came
in the form of military intervention by republican or central authori-
ties (Baku in the case of Karabakh, Thilisi in the case of South Ossctia
and Ablchazia, and Moscow in the case of Chechnya) to suppress the
political movements of minority groups, transforming the conflict from
a political level to a military one. This we will sec even more clearly in
while discussing the conflict in Abkhazia.

The cease-fire agreement in May 1994 reflected a power equilib-
rium reached after several years of war. On the one hand the Arme-
nian side could bring ics control over Karabakh, and also occupy vast
regions of Azetbaijan proper. The dramatic defeat of Azerbaijan, plus
the failure of the last offensive in 1993-94, reflected the creation of a
military balance difficult to break. Equally important is the leadership
of Heydar Aliev, who could repress the power struggle in Baku under
his leadership and impose on the country 2 cessation of hostilities. Aliev
lenew that the greatest harm his opponents could do him was to attack
him on Karabakh issue. But he was also conscious that three leaders of
Azerbaijan before him had fallen from power as their forces were beaten
on the front. Aliev was already strong enough in May 1994 to sign a

cease-fire agreement.

the chapter on Georgia,
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GEORGIA, FROM NATTIONAL LIBERATION
TO STATE COLLAPSE AND BACK

Georgial specific features

Qco'rgia was not an ordinary Soviet republic. It was the country wh
Stalin or Josef Vissarionovich Jugashvili was born, the person ryh "l?re
haped the Soviet Union more than any other character GeorV;r i ?:S
pgd much from the fact that Stalin and several Othcr'S()vietg? Pclio -
ho ruled this vast country from the 1920s to the 1950s were of eg .
glan origin, including Lavrenti Beria, Sergo Ordzhonikidze and lejri
'gkldzc. Under Stalin the country enjoyed privileges that othe X

1 republics did not have, with living standards higher than else rhlm-
th(? Union, and became the Soviet republic with the highest e:V e
ge of its population completing university education. True gta;: Crft_
urges hit the Georgian intelligentsia hard, but nevertheless ’Gc H?ISt
: tudes towards the Soviet dictator remained ambivalent even (i)rglin
¢ :f glasnost and heated debates; in spite of his crimes Stalin was (1}1 o
ind was defended by Georgian authors as “2 statesman and rfx(i);—
__.I__q:g_:d_er”.‘ Georgia also went through national consolidation und .,
__..ulc, reinforcing the place of ethnic Georgians in the re u.bI'er
esult of out-migration of ethnic Russians and Armenians sfarti;:
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