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Introduction

During the post-Soviet period, the problematic relationship between central authorities and 
peripheral subregions populated by concentrations of ethnic minorities has constituted a 
primary national security concern among states in the South Caucasus. Yet in the two 
decades since independence, despite the persistence of both popular narratives and official 
discourses regarding the potential threat of ethnic separatism sponsored by hostile foreign 
governments, the Armenian-majority municipalities of Samstkhe-Javakheti in southern 
Georgia (Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda) and the Talysh-populated districts of southeastern 
Azerbaijan (Lenkeran, Lerik, Masalli and Astara) have exhibited contrasting trajectories in 
their state-society relations and levels of human security. 

In the first case, the expectations of various observers that tensions between Javakheti 
Armenians and the incumbent authorities in Tbilisi might escalate into a major intrastate 
conflict have not transpired, accompanied by increased government investment in 
infrastructure and civil integration (Cornell 2002: 196-208; Cornell et al. 2002; Young 2006; 
ICG 2011; Cuffe and Siroky 2012: 47); while in the latter case, the attempt by leaders of the 
Talysh- Mughan Autonomous Republic (Talış-Muğan Muxtar Respublikası/TMMR) to achieve 
a territorial demarcation from the administrative jurisdiction of Baku (that occurred 
between June and August 1993) has not been repeated, in spite of continued neglect and 
periodic tactics of repression by the central government (Cornell 2002: 106-107; Rezvani 2013: 
174, 211-212).

The present study therefore applies a theoretical model of center-periphery relations 
previously employed by Bruno Coppieters (2005), which identifies several disaggregated 
non-military dimensions of security—geographic, political, economic, and cultural—in 
these territories, in order to examine the relationship between borderland provinces and the 
domestic and external threat perceptions of national elites in Georgia and Azerbaijan. 

These facets of non-traditional or human security are applied as explanatory variables in 
order to account for how decision-makers in both states interpret internal challenges to 
national interests, and the resultant administrative actions taken in response. These actions 
range on a probabilistic continuum from armed confrontation to cross-border cooperation. 
The empirical material that corroborates these associations is derived from intensive micro-
level case studies of local conditions building upon indigenous data sources in both 
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subregions. These cases are of particular interest because they remain relatively 
understudied, in contrast to the vast scholarship on the unresolved secessionist wars or 
“frozen conflicts” resulting from the violent devolution of the Soviet-era legal status of the 
autonomous republics or oblasts in the Caucasus region (Cornell 2002: 1-19, 101; Rezvani 2013: 
233, 274; 329).

Human Security and Elite Threat Perceptions: Analytical Objectives

In the years since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the domestic security environment of the 
Black Sea/Caspian region has been characterized by three important political realities. These 
include the prevalence of multiple sub-national identity groups composed of ethnic, 
religious or linguistic minorities that have experienced recurrent tensions over rights, 
resources and representation; various unresolved territorial disputes and border control 
issues which pose a challenge to state cohesion and stability; and pervasive black-market 
sectors or informal economies in which illicit or hazardous materials serve as potentially 
lucrative commodities. 

The political context of the South Caucasus is also defined by the dual pathologies of weak 
statehood and the consolidation of semi-authoritarian regimes. Such regimes have 
habitually relied upon informal mechanisms such as influence over patronage networks and 
multilayered state security services 1 in order to consolidate central control and preserve 
their incumbency. The use of such tools and methods in defense of regime interests has often 
negatively impacted on the political and economic welfare of citizens (Faber and Kaldor 
2006: 122-123). 

Yet at the same time, it is also necessary to account for the subjective perceptions of internal 
security threats by elites faced with various challenges to the maintenance of popular 
legitimacy, territorial integrity and state sovereignty in recently independent nations (Nodia 
2005: 40). This dynamic underscores the persisting separation between the masses and local 
elites in contemporary Caucasus states. Thus the zone of influence occupied by the central 
government in the national capital may be regarded by policymakers as serving as a “fortress” 
or “barrier” against resolute “feudalist” or centrifugal forces—including ethnic minority 
populations that have experienced long-standing grievances with authorities—that prevail 
in geographic areas both contiguous with ostensibly hostile neighbor states and physically 
and culturally removed from the seat of political power (Kakabadze 2010: 19-21). 

Thus, it is essential to develop an expanded theoretical framework for analyzing human 
security that captures these distinctive regional qualities, as well as the spatial arrangement 
of prominent ethnolinguistic communities or identity groups within their respective 
countries of habitation. 

While considerable attention has been paid to these factors with respect to the three South 
Caucasian “hot wars” (the 1991-1992 South Ossetia War, the 1992-1993 Georgian-Abkhaz War, 
and the 1988-1994 Karabakh War), significantly less attention has been paid to other latent 
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conflicts in the region in which political or economic disparities and related political 
dynamics have not escalated into acute hostilities due to the absence of a “triggering event”, 
alienation of citizens from social problems or lack of knowledge or indifference on the part 
of the dominant party (Melikishvili 1999; Brahm 2003).2

Theoretical Foundations: A Spatial Model of Human Security

The conceptual schema displayed in Figure 1 below identifies two connected spatial 
domains: one representing the “periphery”, or geographic subregions located at a significant 
physical distance from the capital city that lie parallel with the territorial boundaries of the 
state, and the “center” or the base of the administrative, fiscal and coercive apparatus 
through which incumbent political elites both govern the country’s subdivisions and 
implement national security strategies. 

This model incorporates a framework first introduced by political geographer Jean Gottman 
and subsequently applied to examine the internal and international security circumstances 
of post-Soviet Georgia (Gottman 1980: 11-25; Coppieters 2005: 342-348). The hypothesized 
correlations between these two sectors are defined by four relevant indicators, which include 
the physical location and geographic situation of provincial areas; the degree of popular 
mobilization and integration of local actors into the national political system; the level of 
economic development and sources of livelihood in the community; and the degree of 
difference between local cultural norms and practices and those of the societal majority. The 
model also considers how each of these relate to the perceptions of the national security 
environment maintained by elite decisionmakers.3

Figure 1: Spatial Model of Human Security and Elite Responses in the South Caucasus
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In the first instance, the presence of geographic complexity in the form of difficult terrain, 
porous borders and contested spaces are assumed to pose a challenge both to the safety of 
their inhabitants, and to the ability of central governments to control outlying areas settled 
by minority populations that share linkages with their Diaspora beyond the immediate 
boundaries of the subregion. 

These areas have occasionally become linked in national security discourses to disputed 
territorial units in the wider post-Soviet space occupied by ethnic and religious enclaves—
including but not limited to the de facto states of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia, and 
the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic (NKR) in Azerbaijan—whose status has been contested 
militarily by neighboring or host governments and their subject populations. 

Secondly, communities that lack sufficient representation in national governments may 
mobilize more radical political actors or protest movements that seek to establish 
international recognition or support for autonomy or separation, thus increasing official 
perceptions of internal and external threats. 

Thirdly, in economic systems that have undergone transition from centrally planned to 
market-based policies, there have often been strong or “perverse” incentives for participation 
in parallel markets or illicit trade as an alternative source of income, particularly in the 
absence of sufficient wages or stable employment which often prevails in underdeveloped or 
marginalized areas. 

Thus, the attempted preservation of one’s financial well-being through participation in 
criminal activity may at the same time increase the likelihood of involvement in conflict and 
violence while attracting intervention by state forces, thus decreasing the overall level of 
personal and communal security. Lastly, popular well-being may be affected by the degree of 
discrepancy between the prevailing social, linguistic or religious norms and practices of 
minority communities and those of the societal majority, and how these are manifested in 
public policies or laws related to the civil rights of national minorities, such as education in 
and use of the state language, and freedom of religious expression. 

Thus, cultural as well as physical distance may be associated with inattention by the central 
government, reinforcing the real or perceived isolation and neglect of subregions; while 
conversely, the expression of distinctive local traditions may be associated with separatism 
or an attempt to usurp attributes of the dominant culture. These independent variables, 
which together constitute the level of human security within a given subregion, may in 
combination significantly affect the level of perceived threats to security and stability in a 
given national setting, and the administrative strategies pursued by elites in response.

Finally, the dependent variable is operationalized according to a bidirectional scale which 
contains four ordinal categories, each representing the practical approach chosen by 
decisionmakers relative to the level of perceived threats emanating from both peripheral 
areas within the national territory and sources outside its boundaries. The highest degree, 
confrontation, indicates conditions in the provinces which are viewed as an acute and 
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immediate challenge to stability, necessitating reaction through the deployment of armed 
forces or police units in order to deter or suppress hostile elements or activities. 

The second stage, integration, represents the delayed nature of threats which motivates state 
elites to co-opt or absorb popular grievances through the targeted provision of public goods, 
implementation of development or assimilation projects or limited or symbolic concessions 
to local demands. 

At the third level, indifference, peripheral threats are not deemed sufficient to motivate a 
clear policy position or strategy toward a given subregion, leading to a standard of 
noninvolvement or “benign neglect” by central governments. 

Finally, the lowest end of the scale, bridgehead, describes a condition in which the absence of 
threats and the cessation or successful resolution of local conflicts serve as a potential 
foundation for cross-border integration between micro- and macro-regions in the form of 
state visits, cultural or commercial diplomacy, trade agreements, or industrial and 
transportation infrastructure projects. This approach has been proposed as a mechanism to 
promote cooperation over disputed territories in the Black Sea region such as the de facto 
Republic of Abkhazia, as well as exemplified by a cross-border water sharing agreement 
negotiated between Georgian and South Ossetian representatives in July-August 2015 
(Punsmann et al. 2009; IWPR 2015). In order to effectively capture the variation in these 
relationships, it is assumed that elite responses will fluctuate between these positions across 
time and observations.

Research Methods

A qualitative historical analysis of these associations invites the application of the method of 
“paired comparison” commonly employed in political studies, which involves the intensive 
structured assessment of two crucial country cases, guided by previously established 
theoretical assumptions and concerns (Tarrow 1999, 2010). 

The version of this approach utilized in the present study is a Most-Similar Systems (MSS) 
research design, which relies upon the logic of “common paths and foundations”, in which 
the investigator selects cases that exhibit generally shared characteristics but a dissimilar 
outcome (or the “method of difference”), presumably allowing one to control for error 
variance in inferring cause and effect by isolating the most relevant factors that impact upon 
the dependent variable (Bunce 1999: 16; Tarrow 1999: 9; Tarrow 2010; Kevlihan 2013; 
Gisselquist 2014).4

In the case of Georgia, adverse conditions in Javakheti have never approached the intensity 
of the Karabakh insurgency, while a substantial change in government occurred with the 
November 2003 Rose Revolution (Vardebis Revolutcia) that ushered in a decade of efforts by 
the ruling United National Movement (Ertiani Nacionaluri Modzraoba/ENM) at enhancing 
state capacity through administrative reform; whereas in Azerbaijan, an initial unsuccessful 
attempt at achieving territorial autonomy by Talysh leaders and the absence of further ethnic 
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mobilizations has occurred along with the consolidation of a highly centralized single-party 
regime dominated by the Aliyev dynasty. The model specified above is thus applied 
systematically to these two cases in the following sections.

Human Security Analysis of Post-Soviet Peripheries

Javakheti Region of Georgia

Geographic Situation

The Samtskhe-Javakheti region (mkhare) of southern Georgia is situated at the borders of 
northwest Armenia and northeastern Turkey, which represents one of the most prominent 
latent conflict zones in the Black Sea region. Its territory consists of six districts (raioni), 
including Akhaltsikhe, Akhalkalaki, Ninotsminda, Borjomi, Adigeni and Aspindza, totaling 
an area of roughly 6,500 km2 (Civil Development Agency 2011: 11). 

It is also one of two regions in Georgia (in addition to Kvemo Kartli) in which the largest and 
most diverse populations of ethnic minorities are compactly settled within the same 
administrative unit. The southernmost districts of Akhalkalaki (1,235 km2) and Ninotsminda 

(1, 353 km2) are predominantly populated (up to 95 percent) by ethnic Armenians, estimated 

at 57,000 and 32,000 respectively.5 

Together, these two districts are regarded by Armenian nationalist historians as remnants of 
the classical territories known as Javakh and Tayk, which were joined with Georgian-majority 
areas of Samtskhe-Javakheti by the Shevardnadze government in 1994 (Giragosian 2001: 2). 
The corollary relocation of the administrative capital to Akhaltsitke thus generated popular 
resentment toward “Georgianization” imposed from the center (Matveeva 2003). 

The region has also been distinguished by its physical, social and political isolation from the 
rest of the country due to its location on a high arid plateau, its rugged mountainous terrain 
and harsh winter climate, as well as its proximity to the frontier of the Turkish province (il) 
of Erzurum regulated by the Aktaş/Kartsakhi checkpoint, which some associate with the 
collective memory and lingering existential threat of the 1915 Genocide (Lohm 2007; 
Metreveli and Kulick 2009; Chkheidze and Metreveli 2010: 180-181). 

In contrast, during the Soviet era the region enjoyed closer integration with the Armenian 
SSR (in a sense originally possessing the status of “bridgehead”6), as evidenced by 
compulsory education in Armenian and Russian rather than in the Georgian language, ties of 
local churches to the Armenian Apostolic Church and railway links to the northern cities of 
Spitak and Leninakan (Gyumri) in neighboring Lori and Shirak provinces (marzer) 
(Parseghian 2007: 39). 

Yet, the popular conception of its status as a “peripheral” territory long precedes the modern 
period. Prior to the mass deportation of Meshketian (Ahıska) Turks to Central Asia in 
November 1944, classical Georgian philologists identified the larger region of Meskheti as an 
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original center of Kartvelian national culture that had subsequently become an Islamicized 
hinterland populated by non-native “Tatars”, only becoming settled by 30,000 ethnic 
Armenians during the Czarist annexation of the territory following the Russo-Turkish War of 
1828-1829 (Cherchi and Manning, 2002: 24, 31-32; Lohm 2007: 36; Ramishvili 2007). 

This traditional narrative of the artificial “otherness” of Javakheti has thus continued to 
manifest itself in allegations of a growing threat of separatism and the need for preemptive 
action by Georgian media, intellectuals and political advocates despite the lack of sufficient 
conditions for secession (CIPDD/GYLA/Saferworld 2011: 15). 

Claims of impending crisis have often been corroborated by reference to incidents such as 
confrontations between local residents and Georgian military personnel and the destruction 
of border posts during the 1990s, as well as alleged Russian supplies of small arms to radical 
groups (Melikishvili 1999: 96; Matveeva 2003; Øverland 2003: 5-6). 

Finally, the precedent of territorial disputes leading to armed combat between forces of the 
Democratic Republic of Armenia and Georgia in Akhaltsikhe and Akhalkalaki during 
December 1918, the association of Javakheti with Russian influence following the South 
Ossetia War of 2008, the incomplete demarcation of the Armenian-Georgian borders and 
incidents involving relocation of observation posts and border guards during 2009, have 
reinforced the established view of the subregion as a site of unresolved tensions and 
potential hostilities between the two states (Abashidze 2009: 3-4; Tonoyan 2010: 301-302; 
Fremi 2011: 15). 

A recent iteration of this discourse occurred in May 2014, in which a rumor was initiated via 
media outlets (later dismissed by the Georgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs) that Russian 
officials had begun distributing passports to Armenian citizens in Javakheti in corollary with 
the policy introduced by President Vladimir Putin of granting fast-track citizenship to 
Russian-speaking compatriots in the near abroad. Thus, as a result of these perceived 
liabilities to national security, central authorities have recurrently assumed a confrontational 
or interventionist orientation toward Javakheti, even where more conciliatory or supportive 
approaches have been pursued across different policy areas.

Political Orientation

The political landscape of Javakheti since the 1990s has been strongly conditioned both by its 
contiguity with Armenia and its perceived separation from the Georgian central 
government, fostering ambiguous public sentiments ranging from charges of neglect or 
forced assimilation, to the assertion of rights to self-rule (Guretski 1999; Tonoyan 2010: 
295-296). 

The main political tendencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the region 
have ranged between three essential positions: those that advocate for greater integration 
with the Georgian national administration, those which maintain that it should be granted 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.3 Winter 2015 

27



autonomous status within a federal Georgia, and a smaller proportion of radical activists 
who seek independence and/or unification with Armenia. Within the first category, Javakh 
NGO was first organized by local elite figures Samvel Petrosyan, Tigran Karakhanyan and 
David Rstakyan in 1988. It originated in the context of both a de facto lack of jurisdiction over 
the region by Tbilisi and the ensuing nationalist uprisings in the Armenian SSR and 
Nagorno-Karabakh. 

These linkages allegedly contributed to the paramilitary dimension of Javakh, resulting in the 
importation of illicit weapons into the province. Yet, its original leadership reportedly 
included ethnic Russians (Dukhobors), Georgians and Pontic Greeks, only resorting to a 
platform of defending Armenian ethnicity after the attempt to forcibly install Georgian 
prefects by the Gamsakhurdia government in 1991 (Guretski 1999). 

The primary autonomous institutional structure established in Akhalkalaki in February 1991 
was a twenty-four-member Provisional Council of Representatives, governed by a seven-
member Presidium composed of elected city officials. Yet, it dissolved during the same year 
due to a lack of public recognition of its authority (Parseghian 2007: 40). The failure of this 
body was succeeded by the formation of Virk (which remained illegal under the 1997 
Georgian Law on Political Parties banning the formation of regional or ethnically-based 
parties), United Javakh/Democratic Alliance, New Generation (Nor Serund), and the youth 
and sports organization Jemi, which was founded by Rstakyan in 2005 largely in relation to 
the controversy regarding the planned closure of the former Russian military base at 
Akhalkalaki (Cornell et al. 2005: 23). 

The arrest and imprisonment of local activists Gurgen Shirinyan of Javakhk and Vaagn 
Chakhalyan of the Akhalkalaki Youth Organization for suspected connections to the 
Armenian Revolutionary Federation (Dashnaksutsyun) in July 2008, followed by Gregory 
Minasyan, director of Akhaltsikhe Youth Center and Sargis Hakobjanyan, chairman of the 
Charles Aznavour Society on charges of espionage and possession of illicit arms in January 
2009, engendered a rift between local residents and the national law enforcement agencies 
and criminal justice system. Popular information-sharing regarding the event via Internet-
based social media also provoked demonstrations by organizations such as Mitk Analytical 
Center, Javakhk Patriotic Union and Yerkir Union, as well as public statements of support by 
government officials in Yerevan (Abashidze 2009: 4; Tonoyan 2010: 301).

Yet, despite seemingly favorable preconditions for separatism, anti-government opposition 
by Armenians in Javakheti has not become institutionalized as it did in the Nagorno-
Karabakh Autonomous Oblast of Azerbaijan beginning in the late 1980s (Parseghian 2007). 
While in the past shipments of propaganda materials from foreign advocacy groups across 
the Armenian border were a frequent occurrence, strict monitoring and customs regulations 
currently prevent their passage through checkpoints without prior approval by staff of the 
Embassy of Georgia in Armenia (ICG 2011: 5, n39). 

The Council of Armenian NGOs of the Samtskhe-Javakheti Region of Georgia continues to 
promote a platform of federalism, but within the limits of constitutional reform. Despite the 
persistence of rhetoric regarding presumed external sponsorship of Javakh radicals among 
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the Georgian public and elite, with some exceptions (such as an endorsement of second 
official language status during 2008), the Armenian government has maintained a consistent 
position of seeking to restrain separatist tendencies in the region in coordination with Tbilisi 
authorities, advocating moderation and compliance with Georgian national laws (Tonoyan 
2010: 297-298; ICG 2011: 12). Together these factors have contributed to a general decline of 
advocacy for autonomy as well as lack of popular support for separatist activism.

Importantly, central administrations during both the Shevardnadze (1993-2003) and 
Saakashvili (2004-2013) presidencies have maintained a policy of direct appointment of 
district governors (gamgebeli) and law enforcement officials, in conjunction with a strategy 
of reliance upon informal bases of influence and loyalty associated with local “clan” leaders
—which previous analyses have identified as artificial political and economic constructs 
rather than sociocultural formations—in order to preserve the status quo (Wheatley 2004: 
16-17; ICG 2011: 4-5). 

This dynamic has been supplemented by the incorporation of municipal elites into the 
former Citizen’s Union of Georgia (Sakartvelos Mokalaketa Kavshiri/SMK) and ENM 
governments. A major change in policy between the pre- and post-revolutionary eras is 
represented by the shift from appointment of ethnic Georgians to local offices, to the general 
predominance of Armenians in the provincial administration. As of 2011, Javakheti was 
represented by ethnic Armenian deputies in two of the 75 single-member mandates seats in 
Parliament, in general proportion with the regional population (ICG 2011: 10-11).

Economic Conditions

Historically, the local economy of Javakheti has been primarily based upon subsistence 
agriculture. Although before 1991 the region actually possessed considerable resources for 
the export of foodstuffs and building materials within the USSR, the light industrial and 
mining facilities introduced during the Soviet period largely ceased to function after 
independence (Antonenko 2001: 35). 

Until the construction of a major roadway funded by the U.S. Millennium Challenge Georgia 
program linking Akhalkalaki to Tbilisi in 2010, the region remained largely disconnected 
from the national transportation infrastructure, which prevented the effective distribution of 
goods and left it the most underdeveloped area of the country. 

While the Armenian-majority districts are a major center for livestock, dairy production and 
potato crops, a lack of state subsidies to the agricultural sector and increased competition 
caused by policy changes such as the importation of potatoes from Turkey since the 
enactment of the Free Trade Agreement in 2007, has limited the ability of farmers to sell 
their harvest in Georgian markets (Antonenko 2001: 36; Wheatley 2009: 9, 51). 

Until its final closure in June 2007, the most significant economic institution in the area was 
the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation 62nd Division military base in Akhalkalaki, 
which served as a significant source of income and sustenance in both formal and informal 
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dimensions. The base provided a major source of high-wage employment for the local 
population (up to 15 percent at the time of its closure) in service and support staff, school or 
hospital positions (Øverland 2009). This in turn provided the added benefit of Russian (as 
opposed to dual) citizenship as an obligatory condition for hiring local labor in 1998 
(Antonenko 2001: 36; Metreveli and Kulick 2009: 25). 

These facilities also offered social services (including public education and medical care) 
that both local and national governments were often unable to provide. Second, the 
presence of 3,000 Russian military personnel (composed partly of local enlistees) constituted 
a major consumer market for local merchants and retailers, and particularly for farm 
produce, which linked even remote villages with the activity generated by the base.7

These activities also fostered maintenance of the Russian rouble (RUB) as the primary unit of 
local exchange, in reaction to which Decree No.348 signed by President Shevardnadze in 1997 
sought to impose circulation of the national currency and coordination with the Russian 
government for payment of local salaries in Georgian Lari (GEL) (Guretski 1999; UNHCR/
UNAG 2003: 19).

A large proportion of community earnings also originate from foreign remittances from 
labor migration to southern Russia for seasonal employment, mainly in the construction 
sector. However, increasing visa restrictions on Georgian citizens followed by the 
cancellation policy introduced by Moscow in 2006 8, combined with the closure of the 
Russian-Georgian border following the 2008 South Ossetia War, made travel increasingly 
difficult, necessitating initial transit via air flights through Yerevan or motivating permanent 
emigration (Antonenko 2001: 37; Øverland 2009: 50).

By the beginning of the last decade, the smuggling of illicit drugs and other contraband 
goods from Iran across the Armenian border reportedly provided one of the only alternate 
sources of income to the Russian military presence (Lieven 2001).9 While the southern 
borders of Javakheti may have served as a transit route for trafficking in illicit weapons, 
Household Surveys and Focus Groups conducted during the mid-2000s also reported a 
significant increase in firearm-related criminal activity among local youth, which was linked 
to high levels of unemployment.10 The proximity of Armenian communities to the border 
zone has had further significant effects on the popular economic welfare. 

The customs checkpoint at the border village of Zhdanovakan in Ninotsminda (which is a 
major international crossing providing the sole form of employment for many local 
residents), was the site of a violent mass protest in December 2005 in response to the 
dismissal of ethnic Armenian officers and their replacement with Georgian staff, and the 
alleged practice of demanding bribes for the transportation of goods (Regnum 2005). During 
the same month, the closure of locally-owned small enterprises due to charges of tax evasion 
by the Ministry of Finance inspired protests by a reported 400 residents, resulting in 
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intervention and violent dispersal by police units of the Ministry of Internal Affairs  
(Metreveli and Kulick 2009: 21). 

At the same time, the improvement of border controls and reduction in smuggling in 
coordination with local police forces, combined with an increased security presence has 
contributed to increased perceptions of stability, if not intrusion of the state’s presence from 
the center (ICG 2011).

However, such advances should not simply be associated with the transformations brought 
by the Rose Revolution. One of the first major efforts to reintegrate the region was 
introduced by presidential Decree No. 1281 implemented on 9 October 2002 on “Measures 
Upholding the Socio-Economic Development of Javakheti”, which approved a 2002-2005 
strategic development plan negotiated with local representatives and Armenian officials 
(RFE/RL 2002; UNHCH/UNAG 2003: 19). 

This action was met with skepticism based on previous experience of municipal leaders that 
necessary reforms would actually be implemented. The role of local “clan”-based power 
brokers in controlling municipal agencies and establishing personal networks of influence 
and patronage has further resulted in the employment of a large proportion of the working 
ethnic Armenian population in the public sector. Yet local representatives have also alleged 
that construction projects have employed foreign contractors rather than local labor, thus 
excluding the population from the benefits of increased domestic investment (Abashidze 
2009: 6; Øverland 2009). 

As of 2011, while the central government in Tbilisi has succeeded in better integrating and 
maintaining stability in the region by financing infrastructural projects and improving public 
utilities such as roads, water and gas supply systems and hydroelectric power plants, poor 
economic conditions in the two Armenian majority districts remain largely unchanged (ICG 
2011).

Cultural Distance

The maintenance of a distinct Armenian cultural identity has remained strong in the two 
districts that constitute Javakheti, though with some internal variation, as the populations of 
rural villages are additionally divided between Gregorian and Roman Catholic Christians 
(Lohm 2007: n 103). 

According to survey data collected in 2008, nearly half of the respondents in Akhalkalaki and 
over a quarter in Ninotsminda had no knowledge of the Georgian language (Wheatley 2009: 
6-7).  Incidents such as the dismissal of three Armenian judges by the Constitutional Court 
due to their failure of a Georgian language examination in May 2003 despite high 
qualifications, served to reinforce popular perceptions of separation, thus erecting a virtual 
barrier in which Georgian is regarded as a language used within and imposed by the state 
bureaucracy rather than among citizens in the region (Margaryan 2011). 
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Armenian and Russian have therefore remained the predominant languages, although 
familiarity with Georgian among the younger segment of the population has increased in 
recent years due to the expansion of public education in the state language via institutions 
such as Akhalkalaki Higher Education Institution—College and Institute “Tsodna” 
established during the Saakashvili era, with some local demand for the opening of a joint 
Armenian-Georgian university (Abashidze 2009: 8). 

Additional surveys conducted by Organization for Security and Cooperstion in Europe 
(OSCE) in the region found that while a majority of respondents expressed enthusiasm for 
learning the national language, a considerable number (20 percent) also perceived obligatory 
education in Georgian as a threat to the Armenian language (Bjøro 2007: 50).

Yet at the same time, the association of the local population with a unified Armenian 
national culture is possibly oversimplified, as those descendants of families displaced to the 
region from Eastern Anatolia during the First World War speak a distinctive localized variant 
of the Western Armenian dialect as well as accented Russian, with relatively few successfully 
completing formal education in Armenian universities. This lack of close integration with 
either the Russian, Georgian or Armenian identities has fostered additional perceptions of 
insecurity due to a form of “triple isolation” (Øverland 2009). 

One of the primary points of tension with the societal majority that has affected local 
security, is the dispute regarding the historical origin, status and right of reclamation of 
churches and architectural monuments, which led to several violent demonstrations and 
incidents in Akhalkalaki during 2005-2006 (Lohm 2007: 36-38; Abashidze 2009: 5; Tonoyan 
2010: 298-300). 

While conflict resolution mechanisms such as a joint Armenian-Georgian committee of 
scholars and historians have been publicly proposed by Patriarch Ilia II, the negotiations 
held in Javakheti with the Armenian Catholicos Garegin II in June 2011 failed to produce an 
agreement, despite the stated willingness of the Georgian government to officially register 
the Armenian diocese in preparation for the restoration and eventual return of churches 
(RFE/RL 2011). 

The State Ministry of Reintegration of Georgia established in 2008, and the National Concept 
and Action Plan for Tolerance and Civil Integration in compliance with the Council of 
Europe (CoE) Framework Convention on the Protection of National Minorities (FNCM) 
implemented in 2009, have therefore remained the primary institutions concerned with 
managing issues of cultural dissonance, perpetuating the dynamic of elite penetration into 
the periphery.

Talysh Region of Azerbaijan

Geographic Situation

The Talysh minority of Azerbaijan belongs to an Indo-European ethnolinguistic group that 
also populates the northwestern provinces of the Islamic Republic of Iran, in the former 
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territory of the semi-independent Lankaran Khanate from 1747 to 1813 which Orientalist 
scholars and expatriate advocates refer to collectively as “Talishistan” (Asatrian and Borjian 
2005: 43; Asatrian et al. 2011). 

The southeastern region of the country inhabited by the Talysh consists of five main districts 
(rayonlar), including Lenkeran, Lerik, Astara, Masally, and Yardimli, all but two of which 
share a border with the Iranian provinces (ostānha) of Ardabil and Gilan on the Caspian Sea 
coast (Gerber 2007: 11). This area contains nearly 400 towns and villages in which the Talysh 
are concentrated, and make up the absolute majority (up to 95 percent) in the rural parts of 
Lenkeran, Lerik and Astara (Clifton et al. 2005: 3). 

According to the first post-Soviet census conducted in 1999, official estimates of the total 
population of ethnic Talysh in Azerbaijan totaled approximately 76,800, while the figure 
reported by the State Statistical Committee in 2009 increased to 112,000. However, these are 
regarded by observers as being underreported for political reasons; they estimate the actual 
number from 200,000 to as many as 500,000 based upon linguistic data (UNPO 2006). 

While Astara is the only district of Azerbaijan that directly borders the Talysh-majority 
region of Iran, it also serves as a major trade center and crossing point between the two 
countries (Clifton et al. 2005: 11). According to security analysts, the Talysh Mountain range, 
which runs parallel to the 661 km Azerbaijani-Iranian boundary, inhibits the maintenance of 
effective border controls, which has reportedly made it a prominent route for transshipment 
of narcotics such as opium and heroin originating from Afghanistan (Ismailzade 2006). 

Yet, while sharing the effects of physical distance from Baku which have often affected the 
Azerbaijani provinces (Derluguian 2007: 19), the region has not necessarily been defined by a 
sense of separation from its national setting as in the case of Javakheti. Rather, the clearest 
evidence of geographic isolation has been from Russian influence, as the even 1989 Soviet 
census revealed that less than five percent of the Talysh population reported Russian as their 
primary or secondary language, a trend which has continued despite substantial labor 
migration to Russia in the modern period (Clifton 2005: 4, 24).

Perhaps the singular event affecting local perceptions of secure living space was the attempt 
by a group of Azerbaijani Armed Forces officers led by Colonel Alikram Alekper Gumbatov  
to establish an autonomous political entity from 21 June until its collapse on 24 August 1993, 
which consisted of seven districts administered from the provincial capital of Lenkeran. The 
southeast therefore retains a certain legacy as a historic domain of the simultaneous internal 
conflicts (internationalized civil war, revolutions and coups d’état) which prevailed during 
the early 1990s. This dynamic has further been absorbed into national discourse surrounding 
the existential threat posed by the Armenian occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Thus, both official sources and foreign commentators continue to allege external 
sponsorship of Talysh separatism by expatriate organizations and the governments of Russia, 
Iran and Armenia to promote instability in the south. The proximity of the region to the 
Iranian border has also contributed to elite threat narratives, fostering popular aversion to 
attracting unwanted attention by the state security forces.
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Political Orientation

The most prominent characteristic which distinguishes the political context of the Talysh 
districts from Javakheti is the prior precedent of an attempted “secession” and its bloodless 
suppression by the national armed forces in the early post-independence period. Yet, there is 
a sharp contrast between conventional views regarding the event and those of its 
participants. 

Observers have frequently characterized the uprising as a struggle for influence between 
warlords loyal to competing elite factions (with links to the military revolt at Ganja led by 
Colonel Surat Huseynov) during 1992-1993, while it is often maintained that because the 
occupied districts were not populated by a majority of ethnic Talysh (an estimated 10 
percent), the movement received little or no popular support (Parrot 1995; Kotecha 2006: 33). 

Yet, former leaders maintain that the Talysh-Mughan Autonomous Republic (TMMR) had 
exercised the democratic right to declare autonomous status under the 1990 Constitution of 
the USSR, which remained in force during the period before the ratification of the 1995 
Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan. It is for this reason that its representatives 
adopted the name of the Bolshevik-aligned Mughan Soviet Republic established in 
opposition to the liberal nationalist Musavat Party of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic 
from 15 May to 23 July 1919, which some interpret as an initial attempt at Talysh statehood. 
Elections were also allegedly held for the constituents of the legislature and included local 
Turkic representatives, from which a constitution was drafted. 

Thus, former leaders of the coup maintain their goal was to be granted the status of a 
national-cultural territorial autonomy analogous to the system introduced to govern national 
minorities in the Russian Federation after 1991, rather than literal separation from 
Azerbaijan. However, government-affiliated analysts assert that in fact, Humbatov 
(Gumbatov) was an early proponent of Talysh independence in the southern districts, to 
which local Talysh intelligentsia were strongly opposed, and pressured him to moderate his 
views to advocacy for cultural, economic and political autonomy.11 

While the 1993 revolt is also commonly perceived by observers as having been influenced by 
Russian interests, it received no direct assistance from Moscow, which according to this view 
has subsequently led Talysh nationalists to identify more closely with their Iranian 
constituents (Shafee 2008: 205).

However, this interpretation is at the same time contradicted by the significant level of 
integration of ethnic Talysh into elite national institutions, as exemplified by Sheikh-ul-Islam 
Allahshukur Pashazade, chair of the state religious administrative structure Spiritual Board 
of Caucasus Muslims, while individuals of Talysh descent are reportedly well represented in 
Azerbaijan’s interior and security ministries and presidential administration (Abbasov 2007). 

The legacy of the attempted secession has also continued to generate a significant 
countervailing influence on the political attitudes of Talysh citizens in Azerbaijan. As a 
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result, there is a general divergence in positions between those who do not recognize Talysh 
affiliation as a political movement and seek only cultural autonomy, nationalist advocates 
who claim forced assimilation and the pursuit of independence, and those that seek 
maintenance of cultural and linguistic traditions along with greater representation within 
national institutions (Gerber 2007: 16). 

The primary political organizations include the Talysh People’s Party, which was founded 
from the Soviet-era National Revival Party by Hilal Mammadov in 1991 and registered as the 
National Equality Party in 1993, whose platform opposed separatism and campaigned for 
integration of national minorities. However, the party leadership subsequently relocated to 
the Russian Federation. Among the strongest advocates for Talysh cultural autonomy in 
Azerbaijan is the Talysh National Movement (TNM) chaired by Farmoni Aboszoda (RFE/RL 
2006). 

However, in general there has been minimal popular interest in separatism, both due to lack 
of strong identification with a common “Talysh” identity and preexisting assimilation into 
Azerbaijani society, solidarity with state-endorsed sentiments regarding the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict—and fear of association with politically subversive influences (Shafee 
2008). 

There is evidence that the central government has manipulated sensitive issues related to 
ethnic minorities for national security purposes. Advocacy groups reported that following 
the release of the Talysh-language newspaper Nightly Gathering (Shavnisht) in April 2006, its 
editor was reportedly subject to harassment and intimidation by police (UNPO 2008). 

In February 2007, Novruzali Mammedov, director of the Institute of Linguistics of the 
Azerbaijan National Academy of Sciences, head of the state-subsidized Talysh Cultural 
Center in Baku and editor-in-chief of the newspaper “Voice ofTalysh” (Talyshi Sado), and its 
secretary Elman Guliyev were arrested on charges of conducting espionage for the Iranian 
intelligence agencies. In June 2008, Mammedov was sentenced to a 10-year prison term for 
high treason by the Grave Crimes Court of Azerbaijan, after which he subsequently died in 
custody (Associated Press Wordstream 2008). The conviction was based largely upon 
testimony that the newspaper had received financial contributions and books from Talysh 
rights organizations in Iran, and had published inflammatory interpretations of Azerbaijani 
and Persian cultural history. 

These actions were criticized by international human rights organizations as a strategy by 
the Azerbaijani government of suppressing opposition tendencies in preparation for the 
2008 presidential elections, while domestic observers described it as a tactic to demonstrate 
its commitment to combating Islamic extremism to the U.S. and European governments 
(Bakinsky and Muradova 2007). 

This pattern was repeated most recently with the arrest of the Institute of Linguistics’  
succeeding director Hilal Mammadov in June 2012 on charges of drug possession, which has 
been frequently directed at independent journalists and opposition activists, but were 
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advanced to high treason and inciting national and religious hatred for which he received a 
five-year prison sentence (Abbasov 2012). Both individuals were recognized by observers as 
moderates whom opposed radical Talysh activism, and lobbied authorities to uphold existing 
legislation on language education under the Council of Europe (CoE) Framework 
Convention on the Rights of National Minorities, which the government of Azerbaijan 
ratified in 2000 (Mamedov 2012). These actions present the clearest manifestation of the 
official view regarding even limited Talysh political involvement as a threat to national 
stability, and the consequent resort to a policy of confrontation.

Economic Conditions

The local economic system of the Talysh region is divided between mountain and lowland 
sectors that are both heavily dependent on agriculture, with grazing and livestock 
predominant in the highlands and production of crops such as rice and tea in the plains 
(Clifton et al. 2005: 5). The lowlands are also better integrated into the national 
transportation network, which has allowed for the wider distribution of goods and generated 
a comparatively higher level of income (Ibid.: 5). 

However, the region in general continues to suffer from high rates of unemployment and 
poverty. According to testimony by TNM representatives, during the first decade of 
independence the population was actively involved in highly competitive trade relations 
between Iran and Russia, serving as intermediaries in the export of metals and wood 
products from Moscow to Tehran, as well as the import of Iranian textiles and agricultural 
produce (Sivertseva 2009: 2). This bilateral commerce reportedly generated a significant 
degree of wealth among ethnic Talysh citizens. 

However, as the Azerbaijani central government subsequently gained control of informal 
trade routes while privileging its trade and investment relations with Turkey, these 
connections were eliminated, forcing former business owners to resort to parallel market 
activities such as smuggling of illicit drugs as an alternative source of income (Sivertseva 
2009: 3). Corruption in the form of obligatory payment of bribes camouflaged as “taxes” 
imposed by local administrators has also limited the ability of Talysh entrepreneurs working 
in Russia to establish small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the region (USAID 2004: 
12). 

During the mid-2000s, involvement in the cross-border drug trade from Iran increased, 
largely influenced by high unemployment among local youth, who are willing to risk the 
dangers associated with smuggling for lack of viable alternative options (Gerber 2007: 27). 
According to local electoral data published by international observers in 2005, the district of 
Lenkeran has been strongly affected by social problems such as unemployment, labor 
migration to Iran and Russia, and criminal activity, particularly in the form of human and 
drug trafficking (Eurasianet 2005). 

According to a 1992 bilateral agreement on Facilitated Border Crossing Rules, Iranian and 
Azerbaijani nationals living close to the frontier are granted visa-free travel up to 45 
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kilometers inside the border zone, while the checkpoint at Astara is a major conduit for the 
importation of Iranian food products such as butter, eggs, potatoes, sugar and rice, and the 
sale of clothing and audiovisual equipment by Azeri traders (Abbasov 2007). 

While in recent years there have been observable efforts to improve infrastructure and public 
services in areas such as the provincial capital of Lenkeran, these are likely reflective of the 
national modernization and development programs such as the State Program on Socio-
Economic Development of Regions of Azerbaijan implemented in major population centers 
throughout the country during the past decade, rather than a targeted policy directed at 
improving the quality of life of the Talysh population (Abbasov 2007).

Cultural Distance

The notion of a common Talysh cultural identity in Azerbaijan is further complicated by the 
various intrinsic linguistic and sectarian cleavages. The majority of ethnic Talysh in the 
lowland areas of southern Azerbaijan are Shia Muslim, while a smaller percentage in the 
highlands are Sunni (Clifton et al. 2005: 5). A substantial body of ethnographic research 
dating to the Soviet period indicates that geographic distribution is also linked to linguistic 
patterns. 

While highland communities exhibit strong maintenance of the northern Talysh dialect, the 
lowland areas of the southeastern districts display a significant degree of bilingualism and 
assimilation with national language policies (Clifton 2009: 2; Mustafayev 2010). At the same 
time, previous ethnographic studies suggest that Talysh are on average more observant of 
religious customs in daily life than the typical Azerbaijani citizen, including regular mosque 
attendance, prayer and reading of the Quran (Sivertseva 2009: 3). 

In addition, pilgrimages to sacred shrines (pirs) in Iran are a common practice, which has 
fostered much cross-border contact with Iranian clerical authorities. It is this association 
which has fostered a perceptual link with the real or alleged promotion of religious 
radicalism and sponsorship of radical Shia opposition groups. Such is exemplified by the 
arrest and sentencing of Shia cleric Said Dadashbeyli of the Northern Imam Mehdi Army and 
a dozen members in 2007 based on allegations of links to the Iranian Quds Force. 

The Azeri-language broadcast of the Iranian-government sponsored television station Sahar 
TV also serves as a major conduit of cultural and educational programming to the southern 
Talysh community. However, its content has been characterized by Baku officials as an 
instrument to disseminate hostile propaganda, although agreements signed between the 
public broadcasting ministries of Tehran and Baku in 2007 established terms of regulation. 
Most recently, the establishment of a Talysh-language radio program (Tolishiston Sado) 
founded by Armenian intellectuals Garnik Asatrian and Ara Papian, broadcast from stations 
in the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic (NKR), has been attributed to Iranian sponsorship, 
despite assertions of support for cultural rights rather than political objectives (Goble 2013).
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Results and Interpretation

The data displayed in Table 1 below presents a summary of the quality of local human 
security, and the level of elite threat perceptions and the dominant administrative strategies 
implemented toward the Javakheti and Talysh subregions of Georgia and Azerbaijan. 

First, the legacy of succession and the status quo of unresolved territorial conflicts in the 
wider Caucasus region have maintained a preoccupation with external threats (Russia and 
Armenia in Georgia; Armenia, Russia and Iran in Azerbaijan), although Tbilisi has sought to 
reduce the impact of distance in Javakheti by expanding infrastructural and transportation 
links with the center. In the political realm, the gradual incorporation of local elites into state 
institutions has decreased tendencies for oppositional mobilizations, although citizens in 
Javakheti continue to question the degree of effective representation of their communities. 

Thirdly, whereas in Georgia the promotion of socioeconomic reforms has been accompanied 
by the suppression of informal economic activity in Javakheti, in Azerbaijan these conditions 
have not led to a concerted policy of intervention to develop and integrate the Talysh region 
by the Aliyev governments. 

Significantly, it is in the cultural domain that both Javakheti Armenians and Azerbaijani 
Talysh have experienced moderate to low levels of freedom to practice their indigenous 
cultural traditions. Still, the assertion of these rights—such as the status of churches, 
language promotion or independent interpretations of national history—have contributed 
to elite perceptions of attempts to challenge the dominant ethnicity, periodically motivating 
policies of assimilation or repression by Georgian and Azerbaijani authorities.

Finally, due to the persistence of low-intensity diplomatic disputes between Georgia and 
Azerbaijan and their neighboring states, evidence of the potential for the evolution of a 
“bridgehead effect” in both subregions remains minimal or absent.

Table 1: Summary of Human Security Conditions and Elite Responses

23 

 

 

Table 1 Summary of Human Security Conditions and Elite Responses 

Georgia (Javakheti) 

Periphery Center 

Human Security 

Condition 
Threat Perception  Administrative Strategy 

Geographic Low/Moderate Moderate/High Integration/Confrontation 

Political Moderate Moderate Indifference/Integration 

Economic Low/Moderate Low/Moderate Indifference/Integration 

Cultural Moderate Moderate/High Integration/Confrontation 

Azerbaijan (Talysh Region) 

 

Periphery 

 

Center 

Human Security 

Condition 
Threat Perception  Administrative Strategy 

Geographic Moderate Moderate/High Confrontation 

Political Low/Moderate Moderate/High Integration/Confrontation 

Economic Low Low Indifference 

Cultural Low Moderate/High Integration/Confrontation 

 

 

Conclusions and Implications 

While numerous preceding studies have examined the role of ethnicity and territory in internal 

conflicts in the South Caucasus, few if any have explicitly examined the interconnections 

between community-level security conditions and the patterns of governance exercised by 

national governments. What are the implications of these findings for public policies in the 

region? The value-added of human security applications suggested by the present study is both to 

provide a template for assessing the level of threats to citizens by connecting the behavior of sub-

national actors to the ability of governments to provide for the safety and security of their 
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Conclusions and Implications

While numerous preceding studies have examined the role of ethnicity and territory in 
internal conflicts in the South Caucasus, few if any have explicitly examined the 
interconnections between community-level security conditions and the patterns of 
governance exercised by national governments. What are the implications of these findings 
for public policies in the region? 

The value-added implications (or applications) of human security suggested by the present 
study are twofold: a) to provide a template for assessing the level of threats to citizens by 
connecting the behavior of sub-national actors to the ability of governments to provide for 
the safety and security of their citizens; and b) to facilitate greater state engagement with 
local-level populations in a development assistance capacity. 

This interface is intended to contribute to a more sophisticated theoretical framework not 
only for security analysts, but also for state agencies engaged in regional public 
administration and policing, which moves beyond strictly tactical and logistical concerns of 
surveillance and interdiction toward inclusion of local perspectives as a necessary aspect of 
successful conflict management and prevention. 

One particularly important knowledge asset provided by the human-security perspective is 
the necessity for recognizing the interrelationship between social-cultural factors and the 
practice of law enforcement in transitional country environments, as historically the role of 
police agencies in the Black Sea/Caspian region has been to safeguard the ruling elite and 
suppress opposition rather than to protect the rights of citizens. 

Although during the past two decades the security services of many post-communist nations 
have been restructured as a result of efforts at democratization and institutional reform, and 
foreign assistance programs for training of new police forces have been implemented, public 
security units in the region often continue to employ similar practices as in previous eras, 
including a tendency toward extrajudicial coercion and the excessive use of force (Strakes 
2011: 81-107; 2013: 305-306). 

Thus, the conventional emphasis on enhancing the capacity of police forces to reduce crime 
and instability, while neglecting the relationship between law-enforcement practices and 
social conditions in the communities in which they are applied, will only exacerbate these 
problems. 

For instance, in countries with complex human security situations such as Georgia, the 
strong cross-border relationships maintained by ethnic minorities based upon familial, 
linguistic and economic links have often fostered the perception of anti-smuggling 
operations as discrimination and targeting of their communities by the central government 
(Cornell et al. 2005: 19, 24). 

Therefore, it is important that resources are not employed in a manner that simply enhances 
the technical capacity of law-enforcement structures, but are also directed toward improving 
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their ability to interface with populations in a manner necessary to successfully reduce 
violence and criminal activity.
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International School for Caucasus Studies (ISCS). His research interests include foreign policy, 
defense and security analysis, and IR of developing and ex-Soviet states. He serves as Eurasia 
representative of International Studies Association (ISA) Global South Caucus, and as executive 
secretary of Eurasia Business and Economics Society (EBES).   jason.strakes@iliauni.edu.ge  

Endnotes

1. These are exemplified by the ruling New Azerbaijan Party (YAP) and the state oil industry in 
Azerbaijan since 1993, and the Shevardnadze regime and the “thieves in law” prior to the 2003 Rose 
Revolution in Georgia, as well as the Interior Troops and National Police in Azerbaijan and the 
Constitutional Security Department and Financial Police in Georgia during the Saakashvili era. 

2. These factors are in turn linked to the concepts of freedom from fear (discrimination and political 
repression) and freedom from want (economic deprivation) presented in the recent theoretical 
literature on human security, which concerns the well-being of the communities that populate 
hinterland areas, rather than simply the safeguarding of governing elites (Faber and Kaldor 2006: 
121). 

3.  While the second and third variables are drawn from previous definitions of human security, the 
first and fourth are also intended to capture the geographic (safety of living spaces) and cultural 
(safety of traditions) dimensions of local security conditions (UNU-CRIS 2009: 9, 10-11). Unlike 
previous studies which identify and test a series of hypotheses related to multiple correlates 
assumed to affect the likelihood of ethno-territorial or identity-based conflicts, these indices are 
intended to provide a more parsimonious approach to analyzing the process through which human 
security situations are constituted by indigenous circumstances, as well how they influence and are 
impacted by government policies. 

4. At the same time it is necessary to consider the potential pitfalls involved in the comparative 
method identified by political scientists, such as the lack of “degrees of freedom” in small-N studies, 
and the resultant inability to identify alternative explanations for an observed outcome. In the 
present study the explanatory variables are disaggregated into their constituent parts, i.e. different 
types of domestic and international actors and structures that have pursued various interests and 
strategies. These actions or behaviors in turn serve as mechanisms that can be identified and traced 
across time, thus indicating the logical and empirical links between independent and dependent 
variables (Tarrow 1999: 10-11; 2010: 238-240). This additional specification, combined with attention 
to “dual process-tracing”, therefore introduces a greater number of observations within each case 
than if each correlate were treated simply as a single unit of analysis. 

5.  According to the 2002 national census, this composes the second largest national minority group in 
Georgia as a whole (Yerkir 2007: 2). 

6. As defined in the section ‘Theoretical Foundations’ (see Figure 1), this describes a condition of 
cross-border integration between micro- and macro-regions in the form of state visits, cultural or 
commercial diplomacy, trade agreements, or industrial and transportation infrastructure projects.
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7. At the same time however, the population of Ninotsminda did not exhibit the same degree of 
dependency on Russian the military base. Despite the incidence of popular demonstrations in 
response to the planned closure between 2002 and 2007, many have sought to identify causes for the 
absence of an expected escalation of crisis in the wake of the Russian withdrawal (Antonenko 2001).

8. In response to escalating diplomatic tensions with the Saakashvili government, the Russian 
government introduced visa cancellations and deportation of remittance laborers holding Georgia 
passports, as part of a combination of punitive measures including import bans on agricultural and 
trade goods and restrictions on air, land, and sea transit and postal and banking communications 
between December 2005 and October 2006.  

9. In a well-publicized incident in December 2001, an Armenian national carrying 300 grams of 
uranium-235 for a potential buyer in Turkey was apprehended in a joint operation between 
provincial police and the Georgian Ministry of State Security (BBC, 2001). 

10. In addition, a higher number of respondents (54 and 76 percent respectively) reported a negative 
impact of the commercial availability of firearms on both community safety and intercommunal 
relations, more so than in other Georgian regions (Wood and Hiscock 2006: 20, 95). 

11. Interview with a research fellow (anonymous) in Domestic Policy Analysis Department of Center 
for Strategic Studies under the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan (SAM), Baku, October 2014. 
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