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ARMENIA

From revolution to revolution

Alexander Iskandaryan

Introduction: the Nagorny Karabakh conflict and the first revolution

This chapter contains a brief political history of Armenia starting from 1988, i.e. the emergence
of the movement that eventually led to Ammenia’s independence from the USSR, to the
present day. The focus of this chapter is on nation-building and elite formation; all trends and
events are analysed from this perspective.

Armenia’s trajectory towards independence and national statehood stands apart from that of
many other post-Soviet states due to the Nagomy Karabakh conflict (Iskandaryan 2005: 69).
True, many former Soviet republics were plagued by ethnopolitical conflicts, and some of
these conflicts are similar to the one over Nagomy Karabakh; some of them also culminated
in wars and led to the emergence of a de facto state. However, with the possible exception of
Azerbaijan, in no other post-Soviet state did the ethnopolitical conflict become the main
driver of the independence movement. In most cases, it was the opposite: the secession of
a former autonomy was a reaction to, not the reason for the independence movement of the
parent republic. Secessionist or irredentist movements in Abkhazia, South Ossetia and on the
left shore of the Dniester did not cause Georgia or Moldova to seek independence from the
USSR.. To the contrary, it had been the realistic prospect for the independence of the Soviet
republics that caused secessionism in regions with ethnically different populations. To my
knowledge, no single scholar considers the Abkhazian or South Ossetian conflicts to have
caused the independence movements in Georgia, or the Transnistrian conflict to have initiated
Moldova’s secession from the USSR..

Many former Soviet republics became independent either because they struggled to be
free of Moscow — this was the case of the Baltic States, Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia — or
bccause they were granted independence once the USSR disintegrated: this happened in
Central Asia and Belarus. Armenia’s — and arguably also Azerbaijan’s — independence move-
‘Hent was triggered and driven by the Nagomy Karabakh conflict, that is a movement for
the selfdetermination of ethnic Armenians living on the territory of the neighbouring
Iepublic, Azerbaijan (de Waal 2003: 10). Technically, the conflict was external for Armenia,
BUL its perceived importance for Armenians in the USSR and even worldwide made it the
\f9Merstone of modern Armenian statehood.
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The conflict started as carly as February {088, when Armenians in the Nagoro-
Karabakh Autonomous Oblast” (NKAO) held mass protests demanding that their oblast’
be transferred from Soviet Azerbaijan to Soviet Armenia. These protests were almost
immediately followed by mass rallies in Armenia that became the first large-scale long-
term public protests in the late USSR..> The protests lasted until their leaders achieved
power in Armenia and the USSR fell apart. Since it was an irredentist movement, not
an anti-imperialist one, that caused the first revolution in Armenia, its drive was not
against communist ideology or Moscow’s imperialism, like in neighbouring Georgia, but
for ethnic liberation and unification.

Under the pressure of several days of round-the-clock rallies, the Soviet of People’s Dep-
utics — the legislative body of the NKAO — held a snap session late in the evening on Satur-
day, 20 February 1988. It adopted an address to the Supreme Soviets of the Republics of
Armenia and Azerbaijan, and of the USSR, asking them to consider in 2 positive light the
issue of handing the NKAO over to Armienia. This chapter cannot dwell in detail on the
history of the conflict (sce Chapter 15); it is, however, important to mention that in Armenia,
the movement supporting the cause of the Karabakh Armenians grew in a muatter of days
Gom several thousand supporters to millions rallying in the streets of Yerevan. A body that
called itelf the Karabakh Committee quickly formed by a selizselecting group of protest
leaders, meaning that they were neither clected nor appointed, but enjoyed popular legitim-
acy. After some reshuffling, by May 1988 the Karabakh Committee became the centralised
leadership of a mass national movement for the re-unification of Nagorny Karabakh with
Armenia (Hakobyan 2011: 36). Most members of the committee were liberal intellectuals
from Yerevan, chiefly scholars, representing a generation that formed during the 19605 post-
Stalin era marked by political thaw and the emergence of national movement. The commit-
tee had two informal leaders: historian and linguist Levon Ter-Petrossian and mathematician
Vazgen Manukyan, later to become, respectively, the first president and first prime minister of
independent Armenia.

The central Soviet authorities persecuted members of the Karabakh Committee in various
ways throughout 1988 and eventually flew them to Moscow in December 1988 and jailed
them. Six months later, in May 1989, when Moscow had to set them free as tensions in
Armenia built up, the massively popular Karabakh Committee was slated to take over leader-
ship in Armenia from the communist elite, or nomenklatura. A political party based on the
Karabakh Committee, called the Pan-Armenian National Movement, won the August 1990
election to the Supreme Soviet of the Armenian Soviet Republic. The first Armenian revoli=
tion thus took place back in the USSR, at least in legal terms. Power went from the
Moscow-led communists to a local group that declared adherence to a liberal-democratie
worldview.

The power handover in Soviet Armenia caused a political phenomenon that is unusual

for former communist countrics. On the one¢ hand, the rapid and radical elite rotation
brought about the emergence of a new ruling class with a new ideology, thetoric and man=
agement style. On the other hand, the goal of the movement that brought them to Po“"‘@:
had been irredentisi, not secession from the USSR — at least formally and at Jeast in ¢
beginning (Iskandaryan, Mikaelian, Minasyan 2016: 40). Therefore, the leaders of the mo\'.f-'
ment, and then of the Soviet republic, tried to take advantage of the capacities and rcSOUT-‘_:__
still possessed by the former imperial centre, on which they now had leverage in the fo ™ !
of rallies, strikes and protests. The slogans psed in the protests intentionally avoided anfs

: : e . e Protest
communism and anti-imperialism. Instead, they used perestroika buzzwords. Prote
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carried banners that read ‘Lenin, Party, Gorbachev’ or ‘To Perestroika, Demoeratisation and
Glasnost” (Melik-Shakhnazarov 2009: 333). It is unlikely that any of the new leaders were
sincere supporters of perestroika; rather, they were making use of the moment, trying to
convince Moscow that their demands were in line with its newly adopred values.

Arguably, this was a lost cause, because regardless of any slogans, grassroots demands to
revise administrative divisions went against everything the communist system stood for,
perestroika notwithstanding. The attempt o manipulate Moscow was doomed. However,
the protests of 1988 engendered a polidcal culture that would play a key role in
future development, The goal of the movement was the unification of Armeni
territories within one administrative division, th:
European politics, when n

Armienia’s
an-populated
it is a goal typical for the modern era in
ation-states emerge as empires disintegrate. However, the methods
used at that stage were ones typical for civic movements: rallies, petitions, strikes, media
activities and other tools nomnal in democracies but unheard-of in the USSR (McFaul
2005: 5~19). This large-scale, peaceful and in many ways successful experience (Moscow did
not agree to the demands but had to hand over power and take a step back) created Arme-
nia’s distinct political culture. Even before formal independence from the USSR, Armenians
leamed to put pressure on authorities by means of peaceful rallies on a mass scale; they also
leamed that expressing political and social discontent, that is via the
a difference. This would define the pitfalls as well as brea
life for decades to come.

Once it was clear Moscow was not buying the
ing for independence from Moscow. Therefore
gle served as another method for achieving irredentist goals. This does not imply there was
altogether no drive toward independence; dissidents advocating independence from the
USSR had been active in Armenia since the 1960s. One underground political group even
called itself a political party (the National United Party) but none
mainstream (Heifers 1985), Moreoy
Baku that Armenia perceived

media, can make
kthroughs in Armenia’s political

Armenian slogans, Armenia began fight-
» at least for a while, the independence strug-

of those groups were
¢r, even at the stage of secession from Moscow, it was
as its antagonist, Armenia blamed Moscow for supporting
Baku's efforts to prevent the self-determination of Armenians in Nagomy Karabakh. The
Baltic states and Georgia, and to some extent Ukraine and Moldova, perceived Moscow as
their principal opponent in their fight for freedom. In Armenia and Azerbaijan, the territor-
ial dispute became the main trigger of anti-Soviet mobilisation.

The countries’ trajectories
towards independence may well have affected their relationships with Russia over the next
decades, given that Russia w:

as the legal and psychological successor of the USSR,

The war and the era of the combatants

The fact that Armenia’s independence was born from its irredentist movement had another
major consequence. As the USSR grew weaker, its central
on violence, and the confrontation in Nagormy Kar
then, by autumn 1991, to a full-scale war, Vill
Procedures for procurement, recruitment

authorities lost their monopoly
abakh escalated to an armed conflict and
age militias evolved into an army, establishing

» armament, financing and command, As the army
became centralised, proto-state structures also cmerged in Nagorny Karabakh, with warfare
dmating the need for military and civic administration. While there is no room here to

scribe the emergence of the de facto Nagomo-Karabakh Re

public (Minasyan 2010), one
BUSt point our thar this process affe

cted Armenia in many ways. Although eventually the

of volunteers

Who Came from Armenia was still significant. Moreover, some ethnic Armenians, including
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professional military, came to the war from other Soviet republics, i.c. Georgia and Russia
(there are no statistics; miy estimarte is that they numbered in the hundreds). An estimated
several dozen combatants came from the ‘classical’ diaspora, i.e. from outside the former
USSR. The most enterprising combatants with the best leadership skills self-co-opted to
command the local militias, gradually establishing a hierarchy of command. Once the war
ended in 1994, the combatants formed a veteran corporation, with a strong network built
on shared experiences and close personal ties (Iskandaryan 2013).

A key change in the history of independent Armenia took place when the veterans
began replacing the first generation of the revolutionary elite in positions of power. Such
takeovers often happen after wars; the military play significant roles in politics in many
developing countries from Turkey to Latin America, However, most of the ime those are
members of a military caste that maintains the loyalty of its members by a variety of means
including an above-average living standard and an array of career opportunities. In Armenia,
given its poverty and lack of a stable cconomic system, the state could not atford to pay the
military high salanies or otherwise compensate the veterans for their services to the country.
Some of the veterans aspired to becoming career military, some did not, but many had eco-
nomic and political aspirations. Lacking the wherewithal to provide for an elite military
caste, the government started offering the most ambitious veterans cconomic privileges
(Mikaelian 2016). The veterans got the best cuts during the privatisation of formerly Soviet
infrastructure: later on, they used their personal ties to public administration to avoid tax-
ation, bypass rules and regulations, and access business opportunities. The post-war elites
thus took over the bulk of the economic power. Of course, most vererans were not
involved in this process: dozens of thousands fought in the war and only hundreds took part
in the post-war distribution of resources. Many of the beneficiarics were not rank and file
soldiers but had held commanding or managerial positions during the war. Some of the pre-
vious elite generation, the intellectual revolutionaries, also survived in the system, chiefly as
professional public servants, sometimes as business operators. However, most of the new
class of large business operators came from the veteran corporation.

The change happened against the background of an economic catastrophe followed by
political tensions. The war in Nagorny Karabakh, the blockade of Armenia’s communica-
tions on the part of Azerbaijan and also Turkey, the ¢nergy crisis following the collapse of
the USSR, the severing of economic ties with other Soviet republics — all this caused Arme-
nia’s Soviet economy to collapse. Soviet Armenia mostly worked for the USSR's military
industry: it had factories and research facilities that died overnight when the empire disinte-
grated. Mass unemployment led to mass emigration (Iskandaryan 2003: 6). Armenia lost up
to a third of its population. Emigration became 2 key concemn, an important argument in
the political discourse, where it was interpreted as the result of bad policies, and one of the
key accusations against the regime.

Leaders of the revolution lost popularity by 1992-93; for the next quarter century, the
Armenian political elite was unpopular and had low domestic legitimacy (Iskandaryan, Mikae-
bian, Minasyan 2010: 48). The first electon after the revolutionary landslide of 1991 took
place in 1996. Incumbent president Ter-Petrossian was proclimed the winner in the first
round with 51.3 per cent of the votes. The runner-up, also a revolutionary leader, formet
prime minister Vazgen Manukyan refused to recognise his defeat and claimed fraud (it is hard
to prove now but it may have been the case). Mass protests began in Yerevan, gathering OVEE
2 hundred thousand. Breaking down the gates, the protesters entered the parhament building
causing bodily harm to the speaker and vice-speaker of parliament. The police could not

handle the situation, so the army was moved into the city, rallies were dispersed and panned:
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This event defined several trends in Armenian politics for the next decades. Non-
recognition of election results by the defeated party became a rule at all elections up to
2017; the re-elections of incumbent rulers for a second term were especially problematic
(and an attempt for a third term went south). Manipulations of elections by the ruling party
became more sophisticated over time.> At the start, there was ballot-stuffing, violations
during the vote count in the precincts and during tabulation, including, possibly, by the
central electoral commission. There was also biased and unequal media coverage. Gradually,
as international observation missions registered the violations and made damning statements,
open fraud almost disappeared, replaced with vote-buying on a large scale and in great var-
iety: directly bribing voters, mobilising staff of enterprises, bullying public servants, handing
out gifts and providing services to communities, such as paving roads. At any rate, the
adnunistrative resource was the main tool for winning elections in Armenia, leading to low
legitimacy of all governments and presidents.

The takeover of power by the veterans was already apparent at the start of Ter-
Petrossian’s second term in office. Some scholars, especially from the West, refer to the
post-war leadership of Armenia as ‘the Karabakh clan’, a definition with which I disagree.
Compared to the Yerevan-bred intellectuals who led Armenia since 1990, the veterans were
a more diverse group in terms of social and geographical background (Iskandaryan 2013:
451). The veteran corporation was not bound together by familial ties, as a genuine clan
would be, and was not limited to a particular region. Many veterans did come from Kara-
bakh, but this was not the principle on which the corporation was built. Many prominent
members of the veteran community came from various parts of Armenia. Once the veterans
established a formal body, the Yerkrapah (Armenian for ‘defender of the land’) veteran
union, it was headed by Vazgen Sargsyan, Armenia’s post-war defence minister who grew
up in Ararat, a town not far from Yerevan.

Given the diversity of the new owners of the land, they began setting up a system that
can be loosely defined as consensual clientelism, i.e. a patrimonial system, but one that is not
led by a singular leader. At the top, it has a group of players representing a variety of inter-
ests, including those of senior public officials, business operators, veterans and senior mili-
tary, and regional elites, with Nagomny Karabakh as a separate and special group. The
various corporations overlap, e.g. many public officials in this scheme are also major business
operators, and so are many veterans. The resulting system is sustainable in the sense that the
bodies and the players survived all kinds of political change and trouble, including a group
murder of political leaders. Presidents did play important roles in the power pyramid but
they did not have autocratic control. At most, presidents have been able to constrain players
that worked against them, but not to exclude them (Iskandaryan 2012: 19-28). The consen-
sual system was consolidated during Robert Kocharyan’s rule but its foundations were laid
by Ter-Petrossian in the post-war years when his government began handing out cuts to
the veterans. It was also this system that led to Ter-Petrossian’s demise, in which the ousting
of intellectuals and their replacement with veterans culminated in 1998 (Hale 2015: 228),
In what amounted to a ‘velvet coup d’état’, Ter-Petrossian had to step down after
?“blishing a plan to resolve the Nagomy Karabakh conflict by means of a compromise
iavolving the return of some lands to Azerbaijan. The plan was unacceptable to the veterans,
ad Ter-Petrossian was forced to resign by a triumvirate composed of war veterans with
Whom Ter-Petrossian had surrounded himself: Robert Kochatyan, prime minister and one
?Fthe Wwar-time leaders of Nagormy Karabakh; Vazgen Sargsyan, defence minister and head
“f the Yerkrapnh veteran union; and Serzh S:nrgsyan,4 minister of interior and national secur-
s and 2 war-time leader of Nagormy Karabakh alongside Kocharyan. The handover to the
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yeterans was complete as Robert Kocharyan was clected Armenia’s second president in
a snap election in early 1998; mid- and lower-level officials remained in their seats but all
senior officials in the administration were replaced.

Obviously, consensual clientelism had an array of economic and political consequences. In
view of the poverty and poor development of the economy, politics became the platform on
which key players distributed econonic power, settled conflicts, divided markets and awarded
privileges. Businesses that were large by Armenian standards needed to be close to the political
elite or be part of it. The resulting merger between politics and economics has been a major
constraint to Armenia’s development ever since. An inverted pyramid of corruption was built:
the larger one’s business, the closer one needed to be to the political players and more
involved in the informal relations (Mikaelian 2016). Starting in the late 1990s, Armenia
became quite dissimilar to most post-Soviet states, especially ones living off natural resources,
in which political and economic poWer Was distributed chiefly amongst old Soviet elite, Com-
munist Party leaders, ‘red directors’ (heads of Soviet factories) and Komsomol (communist
youth) leaders (Gel'man 2015: 44-50; see Chapter 26). In Armemia, the collapse of the Soviet
economy and of the communist elites led to the emergence of a completely new system. On
the ruins of its rather well-developed Soviet military industry, with many research facilities,
which died overnight once the USSR disintegrated and the Karabakh war began, Armenia
built a typical “Third World’ economy relying on services, trade, tourism and mining. The
communist ideology, or what was left of it, was replaced with an ideology of national consoli-
dation and survival in the face of an ethnopolitical conflict.

Although the competition for business opportunities in the new economy has been any-
thing but fair, and its rules have been corrupt and pliable, the new system also enabled
Armenia to deal with some major challenges. First, the arnty remained under sufficient pol-
itical control and did not become an independent player, which may have happened had
the veteran elite continued to serve in the military. Second, the new system contributed to
decentralising public administration because economic and political power was now in the
hands of a corporation, not a person. The president was 2 significant figure in decision-
making, but overall, political power became a function of a consensus amongst the elites
(Iskandryan et al. 2016: 67-74). In a tough competition, the new players had to reach com-~
promises for politics to work, and this contributed to the plurality of the system. Armenia
started building its own peculiar type of decentralised neo-patrimonialisnt. In such a system;
ruling elites privatise many public functions and state institutions, but remain decentralised
and compete against each other.

Fighteen months into Robert Kocharyan’s first term as president, in October 1999,
a shooting took place at the Armenian parliament. During a session, an armed group entered:
the session hall and opened fire, killing seven people; one more died of a heart attacks
everyone else was taken hostage. Following brief negotiations, the shooters were arrested
without further harm to the hostages but the damage had been done: Armenia lost its tOP!
leadership with the exception of the president. Among the dead were Prime Minister:
Vazgen Sargsyan, the speaker of parliament, two vice-speakers, one minister and tWoO MPs.
In the ensuing chaos, there were widespread rumours that President Kocharyan himself hﬁé
organised the attack in order to concentrate power in his own hands. For weeks or evel
months, Kocharyan was almost openly blamed for the deaths; however, he was c\«'l:ntuiimE

. . e ; " ¥
able to consolidate power and remain in office. To the surprise of many, Armenia’s ﬂc“'ky\
set up and precariously balanced political system was sufficiently stable to survive SUES

2 terrible blow. It was profoundly shaken but did not collapse and remained manageable:
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Crony capitalism

Roughly at the same time, at the tumn of the twenty-first century, business oligarchs started
taking over in Ammenia and the entire post-Soviet space. In Armenia, the term ‘oligarch’ is
used for any business operator whose capital is large by Armenian standards (and not neces-
sarily obtained through privatisation), and who has formal or informal ties to politics that
they use to promote their business interests. Since Armenia has modest natural resources,
becoming an oligarch in Armenia does not involve getting a share of oil or gas incomes,
like it does in Russia or Kazakhstan. Armenian businesses have to make their own money in
production, trade or services. However, the allocation of licenses, quotas, tenders, privileges,
tax exemptions and so on does not happen in transparent ways based on the law and fair
competition. Instead, there is a variety of corrupt practices typical of crony capitalism, includ-
ing grey budgets, preferential taxation and so on. In many ways, the businesses of Armenian
oligarchs work like the South Korean chacbols: enterprises operating in various spheres of the
economy that are managed by one person or family who has informal ties to the political
elite, or is a member of this elite. In Armenia, this reached to the top: many members of
the government and parliament were oligarchs or at least major business operators. Crony
capitalism brought about the monopolisation of some segments of the economy. For
example, only a select number of companies had permission to engage in imports of key
goods ranging from gasoline to sugar, exotic fruits to electronics. Other comipanies who
tried to import similar goods faced problems with the customs authorities, with the tax ser-
vice or other regulators. Small businesses could survive without intimate relations with poli-
ticians, but the larger the enterprise, the more the need for political engagement. The
merger of politics and economics consolidated at this stage.

Most of the major businesspeople were veterans at first but the criterion for involvement
in business changed over time. The ability to engage in business became more important
than ties to the veteran associations. The change was gradual; being both a veteran and good
at business was arguably the best combination for success. Also important was the fact that
the war was over, the army was under strong political control, and most veteran leaders had
become businessmen, not military. Consequently, the veterans as a corporation lacked pro-
cedures for recruiting new members, so that their decline was a matter of time. Yerkrapah
soon began losing its influence. In this economic and political competition, more and more
veterans parted ways and started competing against one another. Moreover, as business
merged with politics, oligarchs became aware of the need to connect to the public. They
began buying or creating news media: print media at first, then TV stations, and eventually
online media. The media became the first open platform for political competition (Hale
2015: 354-63). In terms of media development, the result was that despite restrictions on
media freedom and independence, Armenia’s media landscape became pluralistic, reflecting
Competition amongst the patrons of the media. ;

Engagement of the oligarchs in public politics began in the media but was soon followed
by party politics. Armenia’s biggest player in this field was its ruling party, the Republican
Party of Armenia (RPA). Founded in Soviet times by one of Armenia’s leading anti-Soviet
dissidents Ashot Navasardyan, it was overhauled by Robert Kocharyan who turned it into
the country’s biggest non-ideological clientele, known in the post-communist world as
A party of power: a typical ruling party in a one-and-a-half party system (Levitsky and Way
83-235). It preserved some dissident-era legacy symbols and narratives, but in fact
lost al) ideological focus and became a trade union bringing together public officials and
affiliated businesspeople, and offering career opportunities to ambitious young people
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unburdened by value systems. The RPA became the ruling party in 1999 and kept evolving;
towards the end of Kocharyan's second term in office, it was the main structure on which
the power pyramid relied.

Already in 2004, Gagik Tsarukyan, whom many consider to be the wealthiest business-
man in Armenia, founded the Prosperous Armenia political party. Reportedly, the then-
president Kocharyan supported this move, hoping to use the new party for political leverage
once his second term in office was over in 2008. Prosperous Armenia was sct up as a right-
wing conservative party but in reality, it had always been a non-ideological clientele, serving
to convert financial resources into public political capital. A variety of smaller clienteles also
became active on the political party scenc.

Meanwhile, the ruling RPA continued consolidating its pOWer. It became the main plat-
form for competition at the senior level. In 2006, Serzh Sargsyan, 2 member of the mum-
virate that took down the first president, a war veteran and political old-timer, was elected
chairman of the RPA. When the then-prime minister Andranik Margaryan died of 4 heare
attack in 2007, Serzh Sargsyan took over as prime minister. He was now slated to be the
next president, and, despite reported disagreements, Reobert Kocharyan supported Sargsyan's
candidacy just in order that the system could continue to Operate smoothly. The rest was
rechnical: regardless of which body stood against it, the RPA was able to organise an elect-
oral victory using its superior financial and administrative resources.

Decline and fall

However, ahead of the February 2008 election, a problem arose from outside the political
systemn. Armenia’s first president Levon Ter_Petrossian made a dramatic comeback after
a decade of absence. Following his resignation in 1995, Ter-Petrossian resumed his activities
as a scholar, published several volumes on history, lived a private life and did not even
attend social events. His reappearance in the media in autumn 2007 made a big impression.
In contrast to the clandestine negotiations and cartel agreements of the RPA, Ter-Petrossian
worked from the toolbox of a public politician. In his impressive campaign speeches, he
criticised the entire establishment, hurling well-founded accusations at Kocharyan and Sargs-
yan for having set up a corTupt governance system. His main argument was that replacing
one with the other would make no difference: the system would remain. An outstanding
public speaker and experienced campaigner, Ter-Petrossian mobilised supporters country-
wide: his appeal was to the populace, not to the elites.

His success was inevitable. The terrible economic decline that had followed the disinte=
gration of the USSR was by no means compensated by rapid economic recovery in the
early 2000s — not in ﬁgu]:cs,5 and even less in public perceptions. Since post-Soviet under-
standings of politics are persona]ised, it did not matter whether or how decline and grOW'fh;
were connected to historical events: the disintegration of the empire, the war in Nagomy
Karabakh, the economic blockade on the part of Azerbaijan and Turkey, or the favourablé
global economic environment on the eve of the 2008 global recession (Iskandaryan 2010)«
It did not even matter that the decline took place dunng Ter-Petrossian’s oW1 period "’f
rule and subsequent growth durng Kocharyan’s. What mattered — and what still Lﬂg_f]-‘.l_'__
defines public perceptions of domestic politics in Armenia — is the huge dispI'OPOf'f“’-q
between expected and actual living standards in Armenia, leading to a feeling of dcpﬁvaﬁ_“m"
Against this background, given the unfairness and inequality at the root of Armenia’s CleRES
telist governance, 2 talented orator can gather a wide public protest.
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Trust in the political system was low; discontent was countrywide and needed a channel to
be publicly expressed. On 19 February 2008, Serzh Sargsyan was proclaimed the winner of the
election with 52 per cent of the poll in the first round against 21 per cent cast for Ter-
Petrossian. Ter-Petrossian’s supporters claimed fraud and hit the streets; mass rallies gathering
dozens of thousands lasted ten days. In the morning of 1 March, the police dispersed the protest
using electroshock batons but the protesters gathered again in Yerevan’s city centre and began
building barricades; by aftemoon, they numbered over 100,000 (Human Rights Watch 2009).
Parliament approved a presidential decree proclaiming an emergency situation and banning all
protest activity. Police and army forces made another attempt at dispersing the crowds during
the night, in which eight civilians and two police officers died. To avoid further bloodshed,
Ter-Petrossian told his supporters to disperse. Hundreds were arrested.

On 9 April, Serzh Sargsyan was inaugurated president of a polarised and traumatised
nation. He was off to a bad start, as 2008 marked the onset of global recession that hit
Armenia’s economy hard after almost a decade of accelerating growth. A sharp decline was
followed by years of stagnation. The investments of the early 2000s stopped in 2008. This
was accompanied by a drop of prices for metals, which are amongst Armenia’s key exports
and suspension of most construction projects that accounted for a large share of GDP
growth. Private transfers from labour migrants abroad, especially in Russia, also went down.
Poverty rates spiralled, as did emigration. Political apathy, disappointment and mistrust in
public institutions continued to mount.

Against the background of rejection by society, the power pyramid remained stable. The
ruling elite had no competitors within the establishment strong enough to challenge it, and
did not view players outside the establishment as a serious challenge. The parliament had an
almost perfect one-and-a-half party system: one political force had the capacity to make all
the decisions, whereas the rest could participate in elections and win seats in the parliament
but could not affect decision-making and had no chances to take over the reins of power
(Carothers 2002). Competitive authoritarianism survived as long as the administrative
machine was consolidated, the business elites preferred playing by the informal rules to
fighting the system, and opposition forces lacked the finances and administrative capacities
needed to challenge the ruling elite. Opposition activity did not take place in the political
structures but in the media and civil society, which became politicised to an extent that pre-
vented them from functioning as intended, because that requires being neutral and inde-
pendent from politics (Zolyan 2011).

There were a few attempts at competition within the establishment, albeit unsuccessful.
The Prosperous Armenia party, the second largest of the clienteles to operate in public pol-
itics, won around a third of the poll in the 2012 parliamentary election; its leader Gagik
Tsarukyan aspired to a greater role in politics and expressed intentions to run for president.
By 2015, the competition between him and President Sargsyan became tense, involving
mutual verbal abuse, but by the end of the year, Tsarukyan clearly lost the clandestine fight,
Stepped down as head of his party and announced his retirement from politics. There was
a similar episode involving Hovik Abrahamyan, speaker of the parliament, who resigned in
2016 after telling the public that he wanted to let the president form a new government.

. Attempts by individuals to climb the power pyramid only served to consolidate it. The
;P\PA won 69 seats out of 131 in the 2012 parliamentary election; Serzh Sargsyan got almost
39 per cent of the votes in the 2013 presidential poll. In 2015, the RPA organised
# constitutional referendum on transition to a parliamentary system of governance. This was
S ove to solidify the system. By that time, the RPA apparently believed it would be able
0 rule endlessly by preventing an opposition from forming and securing votes by non-
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ideological methods. The parliamentary reform was an opportunity to de-personify clections:
there would be no need to organise and manipulate national elections of unpopular individ-
uals. In a poorly formed political party system, the power centre would simply move into
the office of the RPA, and appointing presidents would become a purely technical exercise.
The plan appeared sound, and the referendum on 6 December 2015 went smoothly;
according to official data, 66 per cent of the ballots were cast in favour of the reform, and
the turmout of over 50 per cent was well above the minimum required 25 per cent. As
always, the opposition claimed mass fraud and organised protests, which were, as usual,
insufficient to make a difference (BBC News 2015)

Everything seemed to be going smoothly as a new parliament was elected in Apnl 2017,
As usual, the RPA won the majonty; together with their satellites, they had a constitutional
majority, and the only opposition force, the Way Out alliance, barely made it across the
7 per cent threshold. The alliance was composed of three parties that decided to join forces,
obviously, because none of them would get the 5 per cent minimum for parties. After the
election, for the first time since the early 1990s, all players including the opposition recog-
nised the results of the election, and also for the first time, there was little or no rallying.
The calculation that the parliamentary system would be more convenient for perpetuating
RPA power seemed to have been correct. Newly elected MPs from the Way Out alliance,
including future revolution leader Nikol Pashinyan, picked up their mandates and started
attending parliament sessions, thereby attesting to the legitimacy of the new parliament and
helping the regime create the international image of Armenia as a country taking steps
towards democracy approved by the Venice Comnuission.

However, the gap between this image and the low domestic legitimacy of the entire pol-
itical system, including the ruling clite and the opposition, made the regime vulnerable.
Serzh Sargsyan created an ideal trigger by breaking his promise not to run for office again.
Made in 2014 ahead of the constitutional reform, this promise implied he would not use
the reform to remain in power for a third term. However, with things going smoothly in
the referendum and especially the election, Sargsyan broke his promise and announced plans
to run for prime minister. This meant staying for a third term, because in the parliamentary
system, it is the prime minister who is head of state.

While the constitutional reform had been an attempt to de-personify politics, Sargs-
yan’s running for office resulted in total personification of everything the populace hated
about the ruling elite. A revolution initiated by opposition MP Nikol Pashinyan under
the slogan, ‘Take a step, reject Serzh’ took just over three weeks to complete (Stronski
2018). The first protests began in Armenia’s second city, Gyumri, on 31 March, followed
by a two-week march to the capital. On 13 April, rapidly spreading large-scale protests
began in Yerevan. On 17 April 2018, in a country engulfed by mass rallies, the RPA
majority in the new parliament clected Serzh Sargsyan prime minister, following in the
footsteps of the ruling parties of several post-Soviet states that manipulated legal norms in
order to avoid letting go of power. Just six days later, on 23 April, the scope of the:
protests was such that Sargsyan was lefc with the options to begin a bloodbath of f0:
resign; he resigned (Iskandaryan 2018: 465).

Back to square one |

Just as ten years previously, the regime was challenged from outside the establishment, albeit

successfully this time. Arguably, it is the weakness of the party system, combined WIHE

a relatively mild regime, that makes this type of revolution possible: all post-Soviet countie
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with regimes that were not too harsh had one or even several (Beissinger 2007). If we exclude
the Baltic states that are already European Union (EU) and NATQ members, all the five mild
regimes (Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan and Ammenia) had revolutions (O Beachiin
and Polese 2010), but none of the seven harsh ones did — their leaders stay for decades and
change almost exclusively for medical reasons. Armenia’s revolution was special in some ways;
for example, Armenia’s new authorities insist that it be called ‘velvet’, not ‘colour’ like in Geor-
gia. They want to stress that in Georgia and Ukraine, the focus of the revoluton had been on
foreign policy orientations (that is geopolitical competition between the EU and Russia),
whereas in Armenia the agenda was domestic: fighting corruption and monopolisation, reducing
inequality and the power of oligarchs (Markedonov 2018b).

The reasons for the difference are that Ammenia is plagued by the Nagomy Karabakh conflict
and needs to maintain close and positive relations with Russia as its main security provider. The
EU is not an alternative since it derives its own security from the North Atlantic Treaty Organ-
ization (NATO), and neither is NATO, because Turkey, a country that supports Azerbaijan in
the Nagomy Karabakh conflict, is a NATO member. There are no alternatives to Russia in the
sphere of hard security, and therefore Armenia cannot change its geopolitical orientadon in the
foreseeable future. While making their geopolitical U-turns, Georgia and Ukraine lost territories
and risked their very statehood. Given the conflict, Armenia cannot afford to take such risks
(Iskandaryan 2019). However, it needs reforms, development, public administration models and
investments, all of which can be found in the EU and not in Russia. This dictates Armenia’s
cooperation with European institutions and its foreign policy doctrine, known as complementarity,
which consists in an effort to combine and conjugate the interests of the East and the West
rather than become a battlefield. As a result of such a policy, Armenia can be frowned upon in
Europe due to its pro-Russian bent and disapproved of by Russia due to its excessive pro-
Western policies. Armenia’s complementarity has been in place with few changes under all four
of its post-Soviet leaders including Nikol Pashinyan, who has already proclaimed that Amenia’s
course is aimed at perfecting its relations with Russia and the EU alike. He has repeatedly said
that he does not view modermnisation as a foreign policy orientation.

Conclusion

In just over thirty years, the still-newly independent Republic of Armenia has evolved
2 hybrid regime. While falling short of a properly institutionalised democracy, it is quite
unlike the authoritarian regimes of some other former Soviet republics. Armenia’s political
system can be categorised as neo-patrimonial, except that, unlike similar systems, it is not
fully centralised, but rather, led by an elite consensus. Over the years, Armenia’s society has
been trying to uproot its neo-patrimonial system in favour of a more inclusive model. How-
ever, it appears that the system is rooted in the political culture of post-Soviet Armenia and
therefore keeps reproducing itself.

In some aspects, it is too soon to make conclusions about Armenia’s new regime. As of
this writing, a year has elapsed since the ‘Velvet Revolution' and several months since the
handover of power was finalised. Following Serzh Sargsyan’s resignation, the leaders of the
Ievolution adopted a legalistic strategy (Vartanyan 2018: 3—4), The parliament was disbanded

Y in accordance with the law; this was not an easy feat because the majority in the previ-
Ious Parliament belonged to the RPA, which had to be pressurised into cooperating. A snap
tlection was held in December 201 8, after which the parliament appointed the prime minis-
ter 'fmd the government. Pashinyan’s alliance, My Step, has a constitutional majority in the
Patliament, A , result, the new parliament has the same structural problem as the old one:
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the one-and-a-half party system has remained in place, with one party holding over two
thirds of the seats, and no opposition to speak of, because both opposition parties in the
new parliament had supported the revolution. The RPA missed the threshold by just
0.3 per cent; with the state administration no longer backing it, it is no longer a strong pol-
itical power. However, neither is the new ruling party, because a political party cannot be
built in a matter of months. Over rwo-thirds of the new MPs are newcomers. The new
elites still need to find mechanisms for consolidation; the RPA had a clientele and financial
incentives that cannot operate under the new conditions. Ideological tools will not work
cither, because the new clites were hastily co-opted into power after the tevolution, and are
a motley crowd united by opposition to the old regime, which is 2 wide net in Armenia,
and their positive programmes are being claborated ad hoc (Markedonov 2018a).

So far, the popularity of the new clites helps them deal with the ongoing issues, but popu-
larity is a limited resource; it is already going down, as it must. Meanwhile, all of Armenia’s
problems are long-term ones requiring systematic long-terin coordinated efforts of various
bodies. To name a few, these are poverty, pootly developed mifrastructure, shortage of invest-
ments, small market capacity, territorial isolation and poor access 0 other markets, the pres-
ence of an armed conflict causing huge security spending, a monopolised economy, a merger
of politics and cconomics, and so on. There are no quick solutions for any of these problems,
whereas public expectations are high, and disappointment is around the corner.

The new authorities are popular and legitimate; the election, for the first time in decades,
was not marred by fraud, bribery, vote-buying or organised votng. People made their own
choice. However, they chose Pashinyan and the revolution, not a party Or an ideology or
even a team. As a result, the new parliament 1s probably the’ most unknown in Armenia’s
history. People gave their trust to the leader of a party that will have to be built from scratch
over the years; the voters, meanwhile, are hoping for quick improvements. Voters are not
aware that the genetic illnesses of hybrid regimes cannot be cured overnight. Armenia is sdll
struggling to institutionalise political mechanisms. The toolbox of direct democracy used
during the revolution cannot be applied on a daily basis. With the exception of the short-
lived First Republic of Armenia in 1918-1920, Armenia has not been an independent state
since the fourteenth century, and stll needs to leam how to build a polidcal system.

Notes

An autonomous oblast’ is one of four Soviet administrative divisions with some level of autonomy.
Listed in the order of decreasing autonomy, these are: union Tepublic, autonomous republic,
autonomous oblast” and autonomous okrug.

An earlier mass protest took place in Kazakhstan in December 1986, but it only lasted several days
and, as far as one can judge, involved fewer people.

See, for example, the Nations in Transit reports by Freedom House at <https:/ /ﬁ:eedomhouse.otg/"
report-types/ nations-transit>

Sargsyan is the most commion Armenian surname; the varous Sargsyans 1n Armenian governments
are not relatives. 3
Armenia’s GDP in PPP only recovered to mid-1980s level by 5018 but the Gini index is noW higher-
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