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“Prediction, not Narration, 

 is the real test of our understanding of the World” 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb 

 

The recent war in Nagorno Karabakh and the subsequent ceasefire agreement are but a 

couple of small pieces in the geopolitical puzzle of a multipolar world. In this puzzle seemingly 

unrelated and isolated events when seen from a bird’s eye view, snap the unfolding of well-

conceived and swiftly executed strategic and tactical manoeuvring by three State actors 

seemingly unrelated to the Nagorno Karabakh conflict; Russia, a former superpower, which 

finds herself in a relentless pursuit of controlling energy sources and safeguarding her 

immediate backyard from pillaging; Turkey in her thuggish pursuit of  ‘lebensraum’; and 

Germany who chokes under the passing Atlantic treaties and the alliances that no longer 

serve her ever expanding economic needs.  This induces Russia and Turkey to violate 

established principles of international law. Germany, on the other hand, by manipulating and 

twisting international law, is making a mockery of those very institutions that are deemed to 

represent the passing Westphalian World Order. So far Germany and Russia are the obvious 

winners of Turkey’s intransigence and bellicose standing in the recent conflict in the Caucasus. 

Among the losers, Armenia, who inconveniently courted with the EU behemoth of inaction 

and deceit, and, with NATO, disremembering the lessons taught by the recent events in 

Cyprus and Ukraine. 

As the plan of the three desperados to form a Union is unfolding, sparing no-one in their way, 

Nagorno Karabakh was just a piece of the strategic puzzle that fell adroitly in place. NATO, the 

EU, and the US were silent advocates of the recent war, implicitly allowing Turkey to get an 

achingly needed a moral boost1 after a series of setbacks. Even if it seems that Turkey 

projected her power in Russia’s backyard, Russia nevertheless, became the ultimate 
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guarantor of the borders of her former satellite States, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. At the same 

time Germany, with byzantine suaveness, did what post-unification do best. She utilised her 

role in the OSCE Minsk Group, in NATO and the EU to make certain that her not so ‘secret’ 

allies, Russia and Turkey get the most out of this war.  

Although the conflict in Nagorno Karabakh goes back to the early establishment of Armenian 

populations in Karabakh’s areas, Nagorno Karabakh a mountainous territory with its current 

150 thousand Armenians, in 1918 was part of the Transcaucasian Democratic Federative 

Republic, a Union between Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan until all three States declared 

their independence. The territory’s future was to be decided in the post-World War I 

conference in Versailles, but the events of the Bolshevik revolution that spread throughout 

the region, at the time overtook discussions about the territory’s future. As the Caucasian 

States one by one succumbed to the Soviets, it was the Soviets that were supposed to award 

the territory to Armenia. Unsurprisingly they did not2. They instead awarded the territory to 

Azerbaijan, thus seeding the roots of a conflict that did carry on into the 21st Century.  A 

decision by the Soviets that was never accepted by the Armenians.  

In 1988 the Nagorno-Karabakh Supreme Soviet voted to unite the territory with Armenia. As 

the Soviet Union collapsed in 1992 Nagorno Karabakh unilaterally declared its independence 

following a referendum. Interestingly Armenia never formally recognised Nagorno Karabakh’s 

independence, allegedly because Armenia wanted to resolve the conflict by negotiations and 

not by forcing the issue onto the international community. The truth is that in recognizing the 

territory’s independence Armenia faces serious legal issues under international law thus 

Armenia is compelled to stay put. After all, ‘international law’ is a construct of the strong to 

contain the weak, the ‘small’ States in geopolitical terms.  

The declaration of independence by Nagorno Karabakh in September 1992 led to the 

Azerbaijani forces trying to overtake the area by force, but to no avail. On the contrary 

Armenian and Nagorno Karabakh forces managed to capture almost 14% of Azerbaijani 

territory and misplaced over half a million Azerbaijanis. This strategic victory placed Armenia 

into danger zone and gave her two options: either to start procedures across State 

mechanisms to become a robust semi-militarized state, the like of Israel, or to aim to conclude 

‘positive’ negotiations with the then defeated Azeris - under the auspices of Russia - to resolve 

the territory’s future. Neither option, however, is a ‘small’ State’s task. 

In 2018 Nikol Pashinyan, after a long controversial political career became Armenia’s Prime 

Minister. His squinting and courtship with the West, an act of defiance to her Russian patron, 

sowed the seeds of defiance the previous years, when as a member of the National Assembly 

of Armenia, voted against the Russian led Eurasian Economic Union in 2013. In 2016 he 

criticised and voted against the Armenian – Russian agreement for Defence. As Prime Minister 

however, he did not pull out of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation and declared that 

he had no problem with the Russian military base in Gyumri3, an apparent U-turn from where 

his political loyalties lie. The unforgiving Russians, however, were waiting for the right time to 

settle the score, having secured an approving nod by the Europeans – read Germans - and by 

NATO – read the United States.  
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The hitman of the international community, Turkey, and her proxy, Azerbaijan, were chosen 

to execute the dirty work. While Armenia was having illusions of joining the western bloc, the 

Azeris were resorting to a constant build-up of their military and were establishing close 

relations with both Turkey and Israel, while preparing to repossess occupied territories. With 

Turkey they share a common ethnic background. With Israel commercial and security ties 

interchange in a web of mutual benefits. Armenia on the other hand, with slyness tried to 

break up with Russia. She was being cunning but not cruel enough with the Russians and thus 

set herself up for paying a geopolitical price.  

Azerbaijan on the other hand, was playing her cards where mattered: in spending her petrol 

dollars in military hardware; she has increased her military spending 15 times since 2003 

which reached $1.6 billion in 2018. This exceeds the military budget of Armenia ($512 million) 

several times4. The military build-up was the factor that both triggered the government’s 

adherence to bellicose rhetoric and triggered Armenia’s security dilemmas5; namely, the 

paradox of whether Armenia is truly a ‘small’ State in geopolitical terms.  The answer to the 

dilemma is entrancing because of its duality. In real geopolitical terms, a former client State 

of the Soviet Union and today a satellite State in the immediate periphery of Russia is a ‘small’ 

State.  In the local theatre however, Armenia escapes the status of a ‘small’ State.  In the local 

theatre Armenia’s ‘small State’ status dissipated in 1992, when she won the war in Nagorno-

Karabakh. It is at this pivotal point that Armenia’s political class made the grave mistake to 

start pursuing memberships in western institutions trying to keep a balancing act between 

Russia and the West. Due to her actions as a ‘small’ peripheral actor, Armenia explicitly 

renounced her implicit rights of protection stemming out of loyalty to her former Soviet 

patron. ‘Small’ States are not allowed to break off from patronizing alliances and are not 

allowed to choose freely which side they are on without facing serious consequences.  

 As Armenia felt the urgency to respond to the ongoing militarization process taking place in 

Azerbaijan, she expended 4% of her GDP in defence, albeit in absolute numbers the real 

outflow of funds was only one fourth of the absolute spending by the Azeris. Overall, through 

the years since she lost territories to the Armenians, Azerbaijan has purchased more than 5 billion 

worth of defence hardware from Israel, building a relationship that enabled the two countries to 

developing even closer security ties. Closer from the already cordial relationship due to the sale of oil 

to Israel and Israel’s refusal to recognise the Armenian Genocide6. Most importantly, this commercial 

closeness to Israel results in a hushful cooperation with the Israeli security services. Azerbaijan’s long 

border with Iran and the Israeli presence in situ monitoring movement and signal traffic certainly 

played a role in staying neutral in the conflict with Armenia. 

During the long years of the military build-up by Azerbaijan, instead of arming to the teeth, 

Armenia resorted to an international diplomatic campaign to have the atrocities – the actual 

genocide – that the Ottoman State committed against the Armenian people, recognized by 

the international community. Heinous acts of mass murders and persecutions committed by 

the Ottomans against Armenians and to a lesser degree the Greeks, the Jews, and the Arabs. 

While the Armenian political class and diaspora apprised the world about the Ottoman 

atrocities and won recognition for it, they overlooked the fact that they were standing on the 

opposite side of long term and established - Soviet – now, Russian, band western policies7.  
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Russian interests notwithstanding, Armenia miscalculated the fact that Azerbaijan’s oil and 

gas reserves fully served the energy interests of the United States since the 1990s, and later 

of the EU8, by undercutting in the Southern Caucasus the influence of both Russia and Iran.  

The successful exploitation of Azerbaijan’s oil reserves diverted cash flow away from 

Moscow’s control, effectively arming the Azeri armed forces with modern defence hardware. 

It thus comes as no surprise that almost all international actors, including the US and the EU, 

were particularly numb during the start of hostilities in July 2020. They did not want to meddle 

with Azerbaijan, an important ally in the region, but for France who traditionally enjoyed 

closer diplomatic and cultural ties to Armenia9.  

In many ways, even if historically the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict was the explicit reason 
behind the development of the Armenian-Russian strategic union (primarily in defence and 
security) that union seems to have collapsed under the weight of the Armenian deceit 
towards her Russian patron. It should be noted that Both Baku and Yerevan saw 
rapprochement with Moscow as mutually exclusive and potentially catalytic factor of their 
security10. However, Baku did not rely for its own security concerns on unions, memberships 
in international organizations or the United Nations Security Council Resolutions. Its street 
smart and mafioso bred leadership realised that in geopolitics there are no inclinations or 
loyalty to religion, race, or colour. Baku thus developed with the help of the Azerbaijani Jews, 
a strong relationship with Israel, through commerce and ‘strategic cooperation’. This was 
transcribed into the one-way spending of the vast defence budget of Azerbaijan towards 
Israeli defence products. In the recent war therefore, Azerbaijan thus secured Israel’s 
neutrality. Should we add to the geopolitical equation Turkey’s direct involvement in the 
battlefield, the outcome of the war was written on the wall.  
 
The ceasefire agreement signed on the 9th of November 2020 changed drastically the status 

quo ante in Nagorno Karabakh. Azerbaijan managed to recover some of her lost territories. 

Armenia, nevertheless, managed to keep most of Nagorno Karabakh, a corridor, and three 

out of the four largest towns, namely Stepanakert, Martuni and Martakert, but with the cost 

of becoming the de facto buffer to Pan Turkism.  More importantly, Armenia still has ample 

time to turn the tide in her favour should she play her cards right.  

Armenia should embrace an even closer strategic relation with Israel and France, a necessity 

that has now become an urgency. This can only be established with purchases of military 

hardware and the buyout of the services of paramilitary groups that would help her free more 

expensive domestic human capital to other uses. Simultaneously, she should re-evaluate her 

economic policies with the end goal of attracting capital and investments from her vast 

diaspora with the end target of increasing its economic robustness. That in turn will assist her 

to purchase defence hardware with specifications consistent with the lessons of the latest 

war. Additionally, she could buy the services of Private Military Companies with experience 

in fighting jihadis and other Islamic terrorist elements. Should her political class continue the 

desperate wooing with the West, she could at least purchase advanced French military 

platforms to combine them with Russian hardware, which is unfairly criticised by German 

induced domestic actors with back thoughts about procurement of weapons. This together 

with Israeli high-tech defence equipment could balance the equilibrium of fire power in any 

future battlefield. 
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Regardless the upcoming negotiations with Azerbaijan and Russia over the status of Nagorno 

Karabakh, her efforts to have the Genocide recognised by Israel and the United States, 

Armenia faces an additional uphill struggle; namely, to convince her fragile and spoiled 

political elites that the courtship with western institutions could and would probably result in 

additional territorial losses and military defeats.   

References:  

 
1 With history replaying itself, as almost 100 years earlier in 1915 The emerging Turkish nationalist movement had no 
intention of submitting to the terms of the treaty [of Sevres] and planned to defy the Allies. The best place to start an 
attack against the Allies was to strike at the weakest link—the Republic of Armenia (Gokay 1996). Such an operation 
promised to boost the morale of the movement and establish vital communication with Soviet Russia as a potential ally 
Saparov, Arsène. “Why Autonomy? The Making of Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region bb1918–1925.” Europe-Asia 
Studies 64 (2012): 281 - 323.p.19 
2 There is an absence of Russian language literature on the subject. The Bolsheviks intended to capture oil producing Baku 
and wanted to establish a direct link with the emerging Turkish nationalist movement of Mustafa Kemal in the heart of 
Anatolia. With the forthcoming Sovietisation of Azerbaijan, the shortest route linking Soviet Russia with Kemalist forces in 
Turkey would be passing via the strategic road Shusha– Angelaut–Nakhichevan that traversed the disputed territories of 
Karabakh–Zangezur and Nakhichevan.the disputed nature of the Karabakh, Zangezur and Nakhichevan regions, and the 
absence of clear and recognised frontiers between Armenia and Azerbaijan, presented an opportunity for involvement 
without violating orders from Moscow. In this instance, the national interests of Azerbaijan coincided with the aims of 
Moscow. The Azerbaijani Bolsheviks had an opportunity to secure these disputed regions for Azerbaijan while attaining 
one of Moscow’s important goals—the creation of a land corridor between Soviet Russia and Kemalist Turkey. And same: 
Another constant source of annoyance for the Bolsheviks was the existence of the anti-Soviet Armenian forces in the 
mountains of Zangezur Saparov, Arsène. “Why Autonomy? The Making of Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region 1918–
1925.” Europe-Asia Studies 64 (2012): 281 - 323.b 
3 https://eurasianet.org/unannounced-russian-military-exercises-in-armenia-panic-residents 
4 Azerbaijan, Armenia Plan Defence Budget Increases for 2018; www.defenceaerospace.com. (2017) 

5https://caucasusedition.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/POLITICAL-TRANSITIONS-AND-CONFLICTS-IN-THE-SOUTH-

CAUCASUS.pdf  
6 Yossi Melman: https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/04/24/israels-refusal-to-recognize-the-armenian-genocide-is-shameful-
and-immoral-netanyahu-turkey-azerbaijan-yad-vashem-tsitsernakaberd/ 
7 In: Russia and the conflicts in the South Caucasus: main approaches, problems, and prospects: “Russia recognizes the 

territorial integrity of Azerbaijan, while it is engaged in a strategic alliance with Armenia and is helping to work toward a 
settlement of the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan” p.39 
8 In P. L. Dash. “Nationalities Problem in USSR: Discord over Nagorno-Karabakh.” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 24, 

no. 2, 1989, pp. 72–74. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/4394241. Accessed 21 Nov. 2020: “Consequently, the fate of Shah 

Deniz II was largely dependent on political negotiation between Azerbaijan and the EU. For Baku, the main political issue at 

stake was, and remains, the unresolved Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and the continuing occupation of the seven adjacent 

regions by Armenia. Therefore, the future of Azerbaijani gas supplies to EU member states, together with the fate of 

Nagorno-Karabakh, have long been the most important themes of discussions between Baku and Brussels.” 

9 Fuller, Elizabeth. Report. Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI), 2013. Accessed November 21, 2020. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep09668.  

10 https://caucasusedition.net/russia-and-the-conflicts-in-the-south-caucasus-main-approaches-problems-and-prospects/ 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep09668



