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			Good News from the Caucasus? An Introduction to the Special Issue

			These days, positive news seems to be increasingly scarce on the global political scene—and the last place from which we might expect it to come is the Caucasus. In its north, part of the Russian Federation, news items in recent years have included the corruption scandals that enveloped the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Ramzan Kadyrov’s escapades as the personalistic ruler of Chechnya, the trademark brutality of Russian special forces fighting the Islamist underground, and occasional protests by local populations driven to despair. In the south, the ruling dynasty of oil-rich Azerbaijan seems intent on outdoing the erstwhile Shah of Iran in its repressiveness and profligacy, at its own peril. Even in the solidly pro-Western Republic of Georgia, the once demonstratively ultra-liberal regime of the famously mercurial Mikheil Saakashvili has given way to a dull imitation of democracy: faceless politicians emerge from nowhere and disappear with equal ease at the whim of Bidzina Ivanishvili, the secretive billionaire widely rumored to control all branches of Georgian government from the privacy of his gaudily post-modernistic mansion that floats above Tbilisi’s cityscape. And that is not to mention the regional powers with their own stakes in the Caucasus: Iran, Turkey, and Russia proper.

			In this picture, Armenia is often overlooked. To begin with, it is small: it measures just 29,730 sq. km (smaller than the U.S. state of Maryland) and has only 2.9 million inhabitants. Furthermore, it is landlocked and mountainous, with a mean elevation of 1,792 meters.1 To make things worse, Azerbaijan and Turkey have kept major segments of Armenia’s borders closed since 1992 due to the ongoing armed dispute over Nagorno-Karabakh. A single worn railroad through Georgia precariously connects Armenia to the outside world. Few experts would consider this a good location for economic growth. It therefore comes as no surprise that Armenia is also one of the poorest post-Soviet republics. With the severance of rail connections and the collapse of the centrally-planned Soviet economy in 1991, its once large chemical and machine-parts industry died out almost instantly. In the context of this economic depression, the former workers and engineers either turned to petty trade or emigrated en masse. It is commonly estimated that as many Armenians are now earning their living as migrants in the United States and Russia as remain in Armenia. 

			Surprisingly, this could be grounds for hope regarding Armenia’s future. As Georgi Derluguian and Ruben Hovhannisyan show at some length in their article in this issue, the Armenians are a nation of survivors forged through the centuries of harsh foreign domination and forced dispersal that culminated in the Young Turk genocide of 1915. In addition, social scientists have established that persecuted minorities have tended to acquire education, professional skills, and enterprising dispositions.2 Diaspora is, moreover, a time-honored form of global network. Derluguian and Hovhannisyan argue that the key political function of the diaspora in the recent change of power in Armenia was to follow in real time the political drama in Yerevan, the capital of Armenia, and uphold the moral aversion to the use of force against fellow Armenians. The role of the internet in fostering the worldwide community of the people claiming Armenian descent is a vast fertile field awaiting research. 

			What actually happened in Yerevan last spring? Over the course of nearly two decades starting in the early 2000s, a regime of post-Soviet restoration coalesced in Armenia. For all its cultural and historical peculiarities, the regime nonetheless looked quite similar to—and functioned in a similar way to—other post-Soviet restorations, from Belarus to Kazakhstan. The political scientist Henry Hale has called this regime type a “patronal presidency.”3 The Armenian regime particularly resembled that of Putin’s Russia, both at the level of institutions and personal connections, albeit that the Armenian version never approached Russian levels of brutality and venality. This disparity in what each regime felt was appropriate is puzzling and calls for an explanation, in which the articles brought together in this issue of Demokratizatsiya might serve as the opening arguments. But whatever the reasons for the Armenian authorities’ reluctance to use full force against their opponents, the fact is that in 2018 this regime fell, bloodlessly and with remarkable ease. Could this be a harbinger of things to come in post-Soviet Eurasia?

			Alexander Iskandaryan cautions us against excessive optimism by reminding us that what has happened in Armenia to this point is a change in power, not a change of power. Even though Nikol Pashinyan’s new regime looked victorious and on its way to consolidation as of October 2018, Armenia still faces enormous challenges from many sides. One of the greatest remains the barely “frozen” armed conflict with Azerbaijan over the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh. Alexander Markarov and Vahe Davtyan explain why this problem remains so intractable despite all international efforts at mediation and why the potentially democratic change in Armenia is unlikely to change anything in the self-propelling dynamic of the Karabakh conflict. 

			For all the new leader’s currently enormous popularity (in September his mostly young supporters scored a landslide of more than 80 percent in the Yerevan city elections), Armenia still has quite complicated domestic politics. There exist, for instance, the irreconcilable radicals, whose lineage stretches back to the revolutionary nationalists of the late 19th century. Romantic insurrectionism and revolutionary terrorism have been the characteristic traits of this tradition in Armenian politics. The Russian researchers Nikolai Silaev and Ivan Fomin bring innovative data to bear on the most recent reincarnation of Armenian radicalism, as manifested in the abortive armed insurrection of the Sasna Tsrer group two years ago. With the majority of its members now released from jail—the trial is still pending—Sasna Tsrer have declared their intention to form a political party in order to peacefully compete in the forthcoming elections.  What will their future trajectory be?

			Nevertheless, optimism and hope currently dominate sentiment in Armenia and among the Armenian diaspora. The Armenians are indeed to be saluted for what they achieved in 2018. We are pleased that this issue is rounded out by the prominent anthropologists Levon Abrahamian and Gayane Shagoyan, who have long taken an interest in the semiotics of all things carnivalesque—including revolutions. In addition to his scholarly credentials (he is a Corresponding Member of Armenia’s National Academy of Sciences), Levon Abrahamian is also a talented artist who appeared in Sergo Paradjanov’s 1969 cult film The Color of Pomegranates. In addition, for half a century, he has drawn witty cartoons that provide visual commentary on current events. Perhaps unusually for an academic journal, we are immensely pleased to feature here Levon Abrahamian’s latest visual commentary (see Figure 1). The 2018 revolution was the making of a new post-Soviet generation. The “babies” of new Armenia joined the long history of their nation, demanding that the country “Reject” the continuation of the old patronal presidency ad infinitum and “Take a step” in affirming a different future. As we see, these youths reject the ideological myths fed to them by the fatherly—or should we say patronal and patronizing?—bosses. But if babies are not brought by storks, what new realities is this generation prepared to confront?

			Armenia of 2018 belatedly looks and feels much like Eastern Europe of 1989: the same élan, the same “us versus them” mobilization of protest, and very similar hopes. Can the social scientists studying democratic transitions offer useful advice and analysis based on what is now known about the likely pitfalls and prospects? We believe so. This is, after all, the whole reason for this journal’s existence. Armenia delivered a welcome surprise to us all, and we owe Armenia something in exchange. Let this special issue begin a new, fertile line of research and debate.




			Figure 1. “Take a Step” cartoon by Levon Abrahamian
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			Abstract: The popular revolt of Spring 2018, which ended the regime of post-Soviet restoration in Armenia, is analyzed in two historical perspectives: the longue durée of Armenian nation-making and the contemporary socio-political history of conjuncture, marked since the 1960s by the cumulative learning of civic self-organizing in a succession of movements. Furthermore, the inordinate ethno-social cohesiveness of Armenians as genocide survivors, their famed labor and entrepreneurial skills, and the globally connected diaspora suggest the economic model of a developmental state similar to Israel and Ireland. If the fledgling revolutionary regime of 2018 survives the challenges of likely foreign intervention and consolidates itself into an accountable and agile state bureaucracy, this revolution may yet lead to rapid economic growth based on post-industrial activities, to which the landlocked Armenia may have no alternative.

			In Spring 2018 a vertiginously surging wave of protests brought the regime of post-Soviet restoration in Armenia to a sudden end.1 The powerful, yet non-violent blow seemed to unite the entire population across the lines of social class, gender, and age in unanimously rejecting the ruling elite in an “us versus them” manner more reminiscent of the 1989 “velvet” revolutions in Central Europe than the much messier and divisive “colored” revolts of the 2000-2010s in Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, and Kyrgyzstan, let alone the repeated failures of isolated oppositions in Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Russia. At the peak of the protests, one could see in the city squares of Yerevan, the capital of Armenia, students side by side with elderly peasants, intellectuals and taxi drivers, ethnic Armenians as well as the minority Yezidis and Assyrians, even soldiers in uniform and mothers with babies in strollers. In the face of the incumbents’ indecision, which soon turned into retreat and surrender, on April 23 the protesting crowds burst into an exuberant celebration in the streets of Yerevan and other Armenian towns. After a tense fortnight of last-ditch maneuvering by the parliament’s official majority amid the renewed pressure of street protests and impressively disciplined stoppages of city traffic, the same parliament elected charismatic protest leader Nikol Pashinyan, until recently a back-bench opposition MP, as the country’s new Prime Minister. In a consequential political irony, Pashinyan thus legally inherited the extraordinarily broad executive powers that the ruling Republican Party had destined, in a recent change to the constitution, to then-incumbent Serzh Sargsyan. The once-powerful defense minister and president of two decades had intended to bypass the constitutional two-term limit in this castling move, securing election from the obedient parliament as the new super-premier. As a result of the revolution, the devious scheme spectacularly backfired, giving the same powers to the oppositionist Pashinyan.

			All this may look, however, quite surprising given the relative poverty of post-Soviet Armenia, its wholesale dependence on Russia, and the strains of ongoing military confrontation with Azerbaijan over the disputed territories of Karabakh, not to mention Armenia’s remote geographic location and its traumatic historical memories. Valerie Bunce once mused that, for all the variety of factors suggested by political scientists to explain the differential rates of success in transitions from communist rule, the most obvious fact of geographic proximity to the borders of the EU could alone robustly predict the prospects of such transitions.2 The Republic of Armenia borders Turkey and Iran rather than Scandinavia or Austria. Historically, Armenia was long dominated by foreign conquerors: Romans, Persians, Byzantines, Arabs, Ottomans, imperial Russians, and Bolsheviks. Such legacies might be expected to render the pattern of Armenian politics closer to that of the Balkans or Middle East than Central Europe.3 

			Evidently something besides geography must be at play here—perhaps the same factors that in February 1988 resulted in a completely unexpected mass mobilization of Armenians demanding reunification with their fellow ethnic Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh. Need we be reminded that it was the seemingly peripheral Karabakh conflict that once ignited the chain of events leading the Soviet superpower to its collapse?4 If you were to ask Armenians to explain it, many, drawing on their own ethno-national discourse, would point to the venerable antiquity of their civilized nation and its own brand of Christianity, officially adopted as early as 301 C.E., before the Roman Empire itself. Others might add that Armenians have long been par excellence sensible traders and hard-working craftsmen, in other words a bourgeois minority nation forged even before capitalism in a far-flung diaspora and despite hostile foreign rule. These days, however, scholars have rightly become suspicious of explanations derived from geographic determinism and ethnic stereotypes. Yet such stereotypes cannot be completely ignored, at least insofar as they tend to shape popular imagination and channel political action. 

			We shall first briefly re-trace the peculiar making of the Armenian nation, illuminating the common narrative tropes with the insights of historical sociology. Closer to our times, we rely on the techniques of social psychology and participant observation made during the youth protests of the last five years. It is our central claim that these protests, while largely considered failures at the time, in fact consolidated and diffused the emotional charge feeding into the novel repertoire of collective action, culminating in the 2018 revolution. To borrow a famous phrase from Lenin, the Armenian revolt of 2018 had numerous “dress rehearsals,” starting in the mid-1960s, continuing through perestroika in the late 1980s, and, most recently, being revived by a new generation of self-described “social” protesters in the 2010s. The present text can therefore be read both as a scholarly article reporting preliminary findings from the currently live and very active field and as a much broader guide aiming to mark promising directions for future systematic studies of modern Armenia and comparative studies of democratization. 

			Revolutions are historical moments when audacity seems eminently warranted. Audaciously, we shall draw a line of argument that stretches over the two and a half millennia of Armenian ethnic history and runs all the way to the present. Still more audaciously, we must try to identify encouraging possibilities in the near future. This latest revolution can yet achieve sustained democratization if its political and social charge acquire an economic vector. In the end, we find reasons for optimism. After all, Armenians are full of surprises even if they often ignore their real advantages, which are taken for granted.

			Antiquities

			The fundamental fact about Armenia is that it is a landlocked mountainous area with a contrasting harsh climate of the extreme-continental variety: hot, dry summers and surprisingly cold, snowy winters. The historical Armenian heartland—a much larger area located roughly around the triangle of lakes Van, Urmia, and Sevan—bordered on the Near Eastern cradles of early civilizations.5 Nonetheless, its prohibitive ecology rendered Armenia perennially unattractive for agrarian colonization.6 This was so in the times of ancient Babylon and even into the mid-twentieth century, when the planners in Moscow decided to industrialize Soviet Armenia instead of forcing its rural populations into the mass cultivation of grains or cotton. Of course, there were also grapes, which, according to archeological evidence, were probably first domesticated in the South Caucasus some five or six thousand years ago. Today, Armenian and Georgian wine-makers boldly promote their products as the most ancient wines in the world. Indeed, the Behistun (Bisitun, ancient Persian Bagastana) rock relief from the sixth century B.C.E. depicts an Armenian chieftain offering in tribute to the Achaemenid king Darius the Great an ornate vessel probably containing wine. There is, however, no evidence of these wines ever being traded at any distance before modern times, for the obvious reason that exporting the heavy wine jars or amphorae required sea shipping like on the ancient Mediterranean or at least rafting on the rivers Tigris and Euphrates. Relatively isolated by their landscape, the ancient and medieval farmers of Armenian highlands remained perennially poor, but also largely free from bondage. Therefore, they also continued to be a linguistically separate branch of the Indo-European family of languages and have been genetically continuous since the late Bronze Age.7 

			Casting aside ethnic pride in “pure bloodlines,” mountain refuges anywhere in the world have typically fostered independence from agrarian empires and produced demographic outflows rather than the influx of populations.8 Consequently, the ancestors of Armenians from time immemorial had to pursue labor migration to richer destinations. Contrary to later stereotypes, the job-seeking Armenians were traditionally warriors rather than traders and craftsmen. The hardy tribal and later feudal mercenaries, who arrived from the native highlands with their own weapons and horses, were welcome additions to the imperial armies of Persia, Hellenistic kingdoms, Rome, or Byzantium. In return, the Armenians brought home prestigious artifacts and cultural influences from the contemporary centers of civilization, both Rome and pre-Islamic Iran. The standing testament to these multiple early influences is Armenia’s major tourist attraction: the wonderfully preserved Hellenistic temple to the sun-god, Apollo/Mihr, in the village of Garni, outside Yerevan. Armenian mercenarism reached its peak in late Antiquity and the Middle Ages.9 Two processes of founding importance shaped the social and cultural structures of Armenian highlands during the first millennium C.E.: the proliferation of feudal Armenian kingdoms and the early conversion to Christianity. Both processes left an enduring imprint, seen in the numerous recognizably Armenian churches and monasteries and in the cherished national alphabet, invented in 405 C.E. and still in use today. 

			From the outset, the Armenian version of Christianity differed from the Byzantine and Roman orthodoxies. This fact seems to owe as much to contemporary geopolitics as to doctrinal controversies or national pride.10 For almost two thousand years, at least since the first century B.C.E., the Armenian highlands have been a buffer zone squeezed between the succession of empires emerging to the south-east, in Iran and Mesopotamia (the Parthians, Sassanids, Arab Caliphate, Seljuks, Safavi Persia) and their rivals building tributary bases in the rich agrarian lands of western Anatolia, Syria, Egypt, and the Balkans (the Romans, Byzantines, and Ottomans). In such a neighborhood, it would seem prudent to symbolically distinguish oneself from the mighty belligerents. There is, however, little evidence that the medieval Armenians rationally chose to abide by their separate Christianity. After all, the neighboring Georgians straightforwardly embraced Byzantine orthodoxy and then, just like the Armenians, stuck to their fateful ideological choice at great cost through the horrible centuries that followed the demise of Byzantium. In this part of the world, early medieval conversions to one or another variety of Abrahamic religion, perhaps chosen at the time under fairly contingent circumstances, soon hardened into enduring traditions that continue to influence modern politics and culture.11 Why this is so remains poorly understood by our present theories. For the purposes of this article, suffice it to note that the Armenians had, by the first millennium C.E, already become a religiously bounded ethnic nation united by the immanent morale of their own brand of Christianity and the national church network of literate monks and parish priests that persisted alongside ephemeral dynastic states and foreign empires.12 

			If anything at all characterizes the history of Eurasia in the middle period between the demise of Antiquity and the rise of new gunpowder empires in the sixteenth century, it is the repeated waves of nomadic invasions reaching into the old centers of agrarian civilizations from China to Central Europe and the Pyrenees. The lands of Armenia were raided by Scythians in the early Iron Age (which contributed to the demise of ancient Urartu) and later by the Khazars and even Scandinavian Vikings (or the Rus) arriving by boat via the Caspian and river Kura. These, however, remained merely plundering raids. It was the Arabs, inspired by the new universalistic religion of Islam to build a world empire, who became, in the seventh century C.E., the first invaders to begin irreversibly changing the demographic and cultural landscape of eastern Anatolia and the South Caucasus. The Muslim Arab rulers, interested in the Armenian mountains primarily as a military buffer zone, proved generally lenient to the local Christian lords whose vassal services they needed to sustain control. Yet the Arab caliphate brought the first bands of Turkic mercenaries and the Iranian-speaking tribes later called the Kurds. The fortunes of medieval Armenian polities followed the general Byzantine pattern of periodical revivals until the ultimate defeats by the Seljuk and later Ottoman Turks. The last Armenian kingdom lingered in Cilicia, on the Mediterranean coast of Anatolia and northern Syria. Although bolstered by the European Crusades (which contributed a number of Old French borrowings to Armenian, including baron, the generally polite address equivalent to “Mister”), Cilician Armenia nonetheless fell in the late 14th century with the rest of the Crusader kingdoms.13 

			Until the twentieth century, the Armenians would remain an oppressed minority in their former homeland, divided between the perennially warring Ottoman and Safavi Persian empires. Borderland geopolitics once again ravaged the Armenian highlands. This time, however, it was worse than ever before. In a “scorched earth” strategy, much of eastern Armenia—including the Ararat valley—was depopulated on the orders of Safavi Shah Abbas in the early 1600s. The erstwhile Armenian feudal elite was completely undone (save for a few noble families that persisted in Georgia and Mountainous Karabakh). The Armenians were reduced to a stateless nation of priests and peasants. 

			This was fraught, however, with consequential ironies. Like the Jews, the Armenians developed a successful merchant diaspora sustained by the internal trust of ethnic religion and capably exploiting the new possibilities created by the tremendous expansion of global trade in the early modern world. The Armenian trading communities spanned almost the entire expanse of Eurasia, from Isfahan to Madras and Manila and from Constantinople, Smyrna and Alexandria to Tiflis, Moscow, Krakow, Venice, and Amsterdam.14  At the same time, and unlike Jews, a significant majority of Armenians remained peasants and continued to inhabit their historical homeland. In this, the Armenians resembled other relic ethno-religious nationalities surviving under foreign empires: the Celtic Irish, Egyptian Copts or Greeks. From the late seventeenth century, this situation fed among Armenian enlighteners the dream of rebuilding a national state with the help of the ascendant Christian European powers.15 At the turn of the twentieth century, however, this modernist dream clashed with the no less modern project of Turkish nation-building.

			The Anvil

			The facts of Ottoman genocide are now well established thanks to an impressively internationalist effort by scholars.16 Its interpretation is incorporated into the growing body of comparative-theoretical literature on genocides that emphasizes the modern roots of this ghastly phenomenon. The massacres at the turn of twentieth century were arguably not a traditionalist religious conflict. In Persia and among the Arabs, politically unaspiring Armenian communities remained traditionally secure. Conflicts emerged in areas of rapid capitalist development, which allowed many Armenians to advance into newly opening commercial and professional positions or at least into the skilled urban proletariat, like in Baku’s burgeoning oil industry.17 The same kinds of processes generated lasting tensions, though short of serious violence, between ethnic Armenians and their fellow Christians, Georgians, whose outsized traditional nobility and landless peasantry had suffered humiliating dislocations with the arrival of capitalist markets.18 

			A compounding source of interethnic tensions, less explored by historians, must have been rapid demographic growth and the spread of commercial agriculture, which ignited land disputes across the rural areas of the Caucasus. Once Russian imperial policing was disrupted by the revolutions of 1905 and 1917, the land disputes escalated into ethnically-tinged armed clashes between peasant families and whole villages.19 

			Popular memory is a venerably powerful yet quite imperfect mechanism of transmitting knowledge. The pre-1920s agrarian conflicts stopped making intuitive sense after the enormous urbanization of Soviet times. What remained, however, were the emotional echoes of past violence now popularly construed as solely ethnic and totalizing: They tried to kill us. 

			The ultimate cause of ethnic cleansing was the formation of modern political units claimed and legitimated as national states. 20 In areas with historically mixed populations, these putative national states emerged through actual violence in times of war and revolution, or, during more stable periods, exercised “merely” administrative pressure by disenfranchising and denying opportunities to members of unwanted minorities. The ethno-homogenizing demographic results still looked largely the same all over the Caucasus. In the course of the twentieth century, the western Armenian lands left in the modern Turkish Republic (confusingly also called eastern Anatolia or, more contentiously, northern Kurdistan) became devoid of Armenians and remain underpopulated to this day. Meanwhile, the much smaller Republic of Armenia became almost entirely mono-ethnic and profoundly conscious of its grievous losses. Mount Ararat, the national symbol whose ice-covered summits are seen from nearly every street in Yerevan, stayed beyond the Turkish border after 1920. As the soulful Armenian song goes, like the Moon it shines but cannot be touched. The trauma of genocide remains a central factor in Armenian mass perceptions and politics. Less acknowledged are the profound social consequences of the exodus of survivors and refugees to Russian Eastern Armenia, followed by its Sovietization. The traumatic and transformative processes of the twentieth century homogenized and also modernized the new Armenian nation concentrated in its drastically reduced homeland. 

			Yerevan never fails to impress visitors with its modernistic yet distinctly national cityscape. This achievement is universally attributed to the architectural genius of Alexander Tamanyan. In the majority of world capitals, the main squares typically feature statues of national poets and great statesmen or some kind of triumphal columns. In Yerevan, a basalt statue instead depicts the legendary chief architect pondering over the city plan. But what allowed Tamanyan to rapidly build the new national capital almost from scratch? Born in Russia into the modest family of an army scribe, the young talent made a brilliant career in Moscow and St. Petersburg at the turn of the twentieth century. There, he designed elite mansions and commercial buildings in a style that meshed Art Nouveau with the Slavic retro-romanticism favored by his rich Russian clients. This was actually an inventively Russified adaptation of the conservative monarchist aesthetic pioneered in the Victorian neo-Tudor style and the continental neo-Gothic, later to be multiplied on American Ivy League campuses. 

			After 1917, Tamanyan fled the revolutionary Petrograd for the newly-proclaimed nationalist Republic of Armenia. But in 1921 the Bolsheviks caught up with the prominent bourgeois architect—and, withstanding their first impulse to shoot the class enemy, astonished Tamanyan by offering him the opportunity to build the new capital of Soviet Armenia. In similar fashion, other Armenian “bourgeois specialists” who had scattered in the aftermath of the genocide, war, and revolution were allowed to stay and oversee the creation of modern medicine, engineering, arts, and humanities in the tiny devastated Soviet republic, which was in desperate need of development. Despite the Stalinist decimations of the late thirties, these high-end refugees fostered in Armenia a grand intelligentsia of enduring influence and profound respect among common Armenians, the majority of whom were also refugees and tenacious survivors. 

			Tamanyan (who died a natural death in 1936) accepted the inevitable statues of Lenin and shock-workers as the latest fancy of his new clients, yet he also artfully dressed the façades in the splendidly carved volcanic tufa and austere basalts. The exterior ornamentation, directly inspired by medieval Armenian churches and illuminated manuscripts, transformed typically boxy Soviet buildings into distinctly national architectural gems. For all his artistic genius, Tamanyan could rely on the coercive concentration of manpower and resources in the years of Stalinist industrialization. Furthermore, in shaping the new cityscape he was least constrained by the existing old town, which had been small, dusty, and looked “too” Oriental—a provincial Persian and Turkic legacy deemed unworthy of preservation. Yerevan is arguably ancient, though very little above the ground has survived over the centuries. In the late 1950s, a team of archeologists from Leningrad’s Hermitage museum excavated a Urartian cuneiform inscription dating the foundation of Erebuni’ to 782 B.C.—earlier than Rome! This provided an excellent occasion for grandiose jubilee celebrations and lobbying in Moscow for extra funds to further expand and beautify the “oldest city in the USSR.” And there it stands today, a city of one million people, almost all of them now Armenians, the product of socialist modernization with a venerably neo-traditional national look.21 

			Tamanyan’s story broadly reflects the paradox of the Armenian experience in the Soviet era. The modern Republic of Armenia was proclaimed in spring 1918 under the direst of conditions, the last stand of famished peasants and genocide survivors led by a handful of nationalist revolutionaries and guerrilla commanders.22 At the end of 1920, facing complete destruction at the hands of superior Turkish forces, the Armenian nationalists surrendered to the Bolsheviks as the lesser evil. Later, in emigration, many of the same nationalists spearheaded the creation of robust diaspora communities with their own churches, schools, and social institutions in Lebanon and the Balkans, as well as in France and the United States. In the 1930s a few of the more combative émigré nationalists bet on fascism as the awesome rising force in the rather naïve hope of carving a larger Armenia through the coming war. These ultra-nationalists—known by their noms-de-guerre “Nzhdeh” (Garegin Ter-Harutyunyan) and “Dro” (Drastamat Kanayan)—are now officially commemorated in post-Soviet Armenia as fighters for the First Republic (1918-1920), their Nazi collaboration downplayed. Curiously, at the same time, the Soviet monuments to Armenian communist leaders—Stepan Shaumyan, Alexander Miasnikian, and Marshal Ivan Bagramyan—continue to occupy prominent positions in central Yerevan. National pride in Armenian heroes has subsumed past ideological differences. Today, the local neo-fascist and neo-communist groups are small, eccentric sects without political influence. In this, the contrast to many post-communist countries, with their bitterly divided political legacies, could not seem greater, and yet this unique reality is barely noted by observers and Armenians alike. 

			The Missing Factors

			Social scientists face considerable difficulties in accounting for absent socio-historical factors, since in contrast to those that are present, they are not open to empirical measurement and analysis. The following enumeration is therefore only tentative and the attached explanations must be treated as hypothetical. Sketched here is a program for future research pointing to the unexplored yet promising directions that might help us explain something important about Armenia’s present and possible futures.

			The gender dimension seems like a good place to start. Like many other recently rural societies, Armenian society remains fairly conservative and patriarchal. Western demographers cite alarming data indicating that, like in other post-Soviet countries, sex-selective abortion may be being practiced in Armenia, although the motivations for this are not entirely clear.23 Nevertheless, women were conspicuously present in all the recent protests and often took the lead, even in the construction of barricades on the central Marshal Bagramyan Avenue during the 2015 spontaneous campaign against the new electricity tariffs. And then comes an unexpected observation from a visiting Polish anthropologist, a Slavic natural blond who courageously conducts field research in the North Caucasus. Unlike in Dagestan, where she had to become accustomed to casually putting down suggestively whistling men or Georgia, where motorists would casually stop and invite her to a restaurant, in the streets of Yerevan the Polish woman provoked nothing of the sort. By all accounts, the city is very safe for women, both local and visitors. The reason could lie in the distribution of gender roles in traditional Armenian families, where mothers and wives largely control the household resources to care for dependents of all ages. Women’s role apparently grew even more important in the years of the post–Soviet industrial collapse, when working-class men became jobless and many had to leave periodically for labor migrations to Russia. Adult males are strongly expected to provide for their families, but their contributions do not belong to them alone. In short, Armenian society is patriarchal but not masculine-dominated, let alone machist. Armenian gender norms, unlike those in Georgia and the North Caucasus, do not derive from the traditional ethos of nobility or warrior clans. Instead, it seems to be a society of peasant labor migrants, craftsmen and traders, learned priests and respected intelligentsia. This observation may have (albeit rarely noticed) implications for the behavior of Armenians in military combat. Unlike the dashing, notoriously competitive North Caucasians, young male Armenians feel less peer pressure to prove their masculinity in daring action.24 They are generally disciplined, hardworking, and patriotically tenacious. Could this be why the Armenian trenches in Karabakh appear so properly dug to full height and even the aging Soviet hardware is meticulously oiled and maintained? 

			A classical Durkheimian mechanism seems at work here: strong external conflict generates equally strong internal cohesion.25 In 2017 the Armenian police registered only 49 cases of homicide—that is, 1.6 per 100,000 inhabitants, as low as in Western Europe. A large and influential underworld of “thieves at law” has existed in Armenia since Soviet times, but they largely operate abroad and demonstratively behave as good citizens in their impoverished homeland, where everyone seems to know everyone else.26 The new authorities emerging from the revolution in 2018, however, boldly began putting pressure on the domestic criminal authorities and asserting the state monopoly of legitimate violence. 

			Conspicuously missing from Armenia’s politics and society is the salience of internal divisions along the traditional lines of clan, region, dialectal sub-ethnicity, or religion. The label of “Karabakh clan,” often attributed to the incumbents overthrown in April 2018, is but a journalistic euphemism. The second and third presidents of post-Soviet Armenia, Robert Kocharyan (1998-2008) and Serzh Sargsyan (2008-2018), were indeed outsiders from Karabakh who took power in Yerevan in a tangled intrigue, replacing the first President, Levon Ter-Petrossian (himself born in Syria). Their support networks differed not in any sub-ethnic traditional solidarities, but rather in terms of social class and what the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu called habitus, the socially ingrained dispositions and pre-rational ways of doing things. Levon Ter-Petrossian, a historian of medieval manuscripts, represented the cosmopolitan intelligentsia of Yerevan, whose road to power was predicated on high non-official prestige and strategic uses of nationalist discourse in perestroika-era debates and public rallies. By contrast, both Kocharyan and Sargsyan were provincial strivers who had first pursued official Soviet careers in the local Komsomol and Party organs and eventually grew prominent as leading organizers in the Karabakh war of the early 1990s. 

			Armenians do indeed speak many different dialects, but this does not translate into political or sub-cultural groupings. A University of Pennsylvania linguist exuberantly shared the latest findings from his fieldwork: in just a single village near Lake Sevan he found three distinct dialects spoken side-by-side without any visible friction, sometimes even in the same family between husband and wife. All three dialects were actually from Turkish western Armenia, brought by different streams of refugees. The horizontal social solidarity with equally displaced refugees extends to the non-Armenian minorities of the linguistically Semitic (neo-Aramaic) Christian Assyrians and Yezidis, whose language is the Indo-European Kurdish. (The Yezidis, however, refuse association with the Muslim Kurds and insist on their separate religious identity.) Both Yezidis and Assyrians suffered genocidal exterminations during World War I and the survivors fled from persecution to the Republic of Armenia. 

			No less impressive is the vertical national solidarity binding the high intelligentsia and the common people. The Armenian intelligentsia appeared fairly late, at the end of the nineteenth century, and almost all those caught in the Ottoman Empire in 1915 had been murdered. Subsequently, the majority of the Armenian intelligentsia had origins in the Russian Empire and continued to develop in the Soviet Union. Educated in the centers of Russia and Western Europe before 1914, the Armenian intelligentsia became world-class from the outset. Also from the outset, the intelligentsia assumed the mission of guiding the nation, inevitably taking a share of prestige from the Armenian priesthood. Curiously, this did not provoke any serious lasting conflict with the church hierarchy, probably because the Armenian Church could never use secular state power to persecute its rivals. Unlike Russia and Western Europe, the Armenian secularization, excepting a few instances, was not marked by either reactionary clericalism or passionate anti-clericalism. Today, some ranking personalities in the Armenian religious hierarchy might be attacked for sharing in the corruption of the neo-Soviet regime overthrown in 2018, yet there are no attempts to mobilize religious fundamentalism on either side. Armenian Christianity as a venerable national tradition remains practiced rather casually in both diaspora and homeland. 27  

			The relations of the Armenian intelligentsia to the sizable bourgeoisie of their co-nationals in the diaspora and to the communist nomenklatura in Soviet Armenia have been more contentious, though usually restrained. From the bourgeoisie, ever politically cautious and traditionally favoring donations to churches, the intelligentsia typically wanted more funding for secular education and culture. Relationships with Soviet officials were far more fraught and, in the Stalin era, deadly dangerous. Still, the behavior of the rulers of Armenian SSR never reached the despotic pomposity observed in many other republics of the Caucasus and Central Asia. A clue as to why this is might be glimpsed in an anecdote about the head of the Armenfilm studio denying the request of ideological censors to stop the production of Rob Sahakyants’ cartoon that dared to translate Armenian folklore into a psychedelic experiment reminiscent of the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine. The studio head famously retorted, “Vah, last time I was talked into shelving an incomprehensible film it turned out to be the genius of Paradjanov!” The Armenian communist nomenklatura in the 1960s-80s evidently felt humbled by the realization that they were in charge of a small Soviet republic that was linked to a parade of world luminaries and modern icons of Armenian pride: the composer Aram Khachaturian, the painter Martiros Sarian, the astrophysicist Victor Ambartsumian, the mathematician Sergei Mergelian, and the chess champion Tigran Petrosian, among others.

			The memories of atrocities and losses suffered in the 1915 genocide remained unspeakable and unspoken until the late 1950s. This changed when the younger post-war intelligentsia began to succeed the generations of traumatized survivors, both in the diaspora and in Soviet Armenia.28 In a remarkable exception to general Soviet attitudes, in 1964 Moscow consented to Armenian popular demands (seconded by local communist officials) and allowed the construction of a monumental genocide memorial on Yerevan’s Tsitsernakaberd hill (the Swallows Fortress). Ever since, the hilltop memorial has served annually as the destination for massive solemn processions on April 24 commemorating the anniversary of the genocide. In Soviet Armenia, therefore, people became accustomed to essentially non-Soviet large public gatherings long before democratization. In 2018, Serzh Sargsyan’s decision to step down on April 23, the day before the annual procession, was universally attributed to his seeing the danger and ultimate futility of any attempts to forcibly contain the angry grieving masses.

			The Post-Soviet Collapse and Restoration

			Gorbachev’s perestroika in the late 1980s gave the Armenian intelligentsia previously unthinkable opportunities to assume the moral and political leadership of the nation. These opportunities were seized primarily by relatively junior intellectuals from Yerevan, who had less to lose and much more to gain than their prominent seniors.29 After several trial mobilizations in the early perestroika period—around fairly uncontroversial issues such as school reform, conservation of historical monuments, and environmental protection—in 1988 the Armenian intelligentsia found a truly pan-national cause in the demands to transfer the predominantly Armenian-populated province of Mountainous Karabakh from Azerbaijan to Armenia. An administrative transfer from one Soviet republic to another at first seemed far more realistic than demanding the restitution of historically Armenian lands under Turkish control. Yet this proved a huge political miscalculation on many sides. The adamant refusal of Soviet officials in Baku, supported by an angry counter-mobilization of Azeri nationalism that soon turned to ghastly pogroms, suddenly exposed the impotence of Gorbachev’s rule and created irresolvable deadlock that rapidly escalated to actual warfare between the two nominally Soviet republics.30 By 1990 the communist regime in Armenia had effectively vanished amid raging popular mobilization for war resolutely intended not to permit another genocide of fellow Armenians in Karabakh. The radical nationalist intelligentsia was ushered into state power—but now the state itself was rapidly collapsing along with the centrally-planned economy.  

			Remarkably enough, the nationalist intellectuals around President Ter-Petrossian stayed in power through the years of wartime hardships, industrial collapse, and internal splits. They were helped by the victory in Karabakh and vital support from the Armenian diaspora. Still, their moral and political standing suffered huge damage. In 1994 an intelligentsia candidate in the parliamentary elections met with the pointed question from his constituency: “We asked you to deliver Karabagh but you gave us capitalism.” Worse, it was a crooked corrupt capitalism of the variety emerging all over the ruins of Soviet state and economy. The intellectuals stayed in power not through victory in the war alone. They learned how to operate in this kind of capitalism by adopting the immoral tricks elsewhere usually associated with ex-communist officials.31 Its erstwhile popular legitimacy nearly exhausted, Ter-Petrossian’s ruling group allegedly resorted to widespread vote falsification. This did not help, and in 1998 the discredited intellectuals were ousted in a bloodless coup by the Armenian military forged in the Karabakh war. 

			For a short while, it seemed that the prostrate Armenia had fallen into the hands of Vazgen Sargsyan (no relation to Serzh Sargsyan), a former wrestler turned war hero and then aspiring strongman. The burly, bearded guerrilla commander showed surprising political acumen in bringing on-board the aging Soviet-era head of the Armenian SSR, Karen Demirchian, by then fondly (if not entirely correctly) remembered by many elderly Armenians as a capable administrator and patriotic lobbyist for Armenian interests in Moscow. But the rising duumvirate was gunned down in October 1999 during the parliamentary session. The bizarre group of assassins incoherently called for an insurrection to save the nation before surrendering and going to jail. In the ensuing chaos and despite poisonous accusations, President Robert Kocharyan, hitherto overshadowed by the impressive Vazgen Sargsyan, managed with considerable difficulty to emerge as the new man in control of Armenia’s army and state apparatus. Relying on his Soviet-era political skills and his wartime network of collaborators, Kocharyan steered Armenia toward a recognizably neo-Soviet restoration. In this, he was helped to no small degree by the economic recovery that came to nearly all the former Soviet countries after 2000. Singularly important was the emergence of Vladimir Putin, who became Kocharyan’s key external patron and reportedly a personal friend, as President of Russia.  

			The political regime in Armenia, however, was but a pale imitation of Putin’s Russia. Like Russia, its control rested on personally loyal governors, a handful of obedient economic monopolists, and a cultivated circle of public careerists who became the official parliamentarians. This political “machine” served two main purposes: controlling and skimming all economic flows of any significance and periodically supplying votes during elections. Nevertheless, post-Soviet authoritarianism in Armenia never became consolidated in the same way as its Russian counterpart.32 Fresh off their successful mobilizations, the Armenians were fearless in the face of authority—if also bitterly cynical. They refused to give up their freedom of expression, at least on the internet and in street conversations. Moreover, almost one-third of the Armenian citizenry now routinely shuttled between their homeland and a wide range of foreign destinations in labor migrations. Of course, the diaspora remained an economic and moral influence despite the Yerevan authorities’ efforts to constrain external influences by imposing legal barriers and engaging in various bureaucratic tricks. As a result, a motley succession of opposition candidates regularly mobilized surprisingly large protest votes, although they were never allowed to achieve a majority. In February 2008, however, there was a close call when ex-president Levon Ter-Petrossian chose to re-mobilize intelligentsia and the broader Yerevan population at the moment when power was being transferred from Robert Kocharyan to his former deputy and fellow Karabakh striver Serzh Sargsyan. All the familiar elements of “colored” revolutions seemed present: a credible and well-known contender who had once been in power and could still rely on a few clients and allies; the opposition intelligentsia, youth activists, and journalists broadcasting and magnifying news of the protests; loud allegations of electoral fraud; and foreign backing at least from the diaspora and Western foundations sponsoring liberally-oriented NGOs. Nevertheless, the attempted revolution failed, in part because too many Armenians had bad memories of Ter-Petrossian’s rule in the 1990s, which greatly reduced the size of supportive crowds. In the meantime, the incumbents, likely bolstered by Moscow, demonstrated their brutal resolve by resorting to armed force, imposing a curfew, and issuing scores of arrest warrants. The overnight clashes on March 1, 2008, resulted in hundreds of wounded and ten fatalities (including two servicemen). The bloody spectacle of Armenians fighting their fellow Armenians in the central streets of Yerevan stunned the nation. 

			Armenia Alienated

			A new political reality emerged in the aftermath of the March 1 clashes, although in the heat of unfinished battles followed by years of tired disillusionment few observers noted this. Former president Ter-Petrossian secluded himself in his official villa, leaving the protesters without leadership. Outgoing president Kocharyan also disappeared from public view, presumably moving to a comfortable existence abroad. Indicatively, both Ter-Petrossian and Kocharyan, in the eyes of Armenians at home and abroad equally complicit in fratricide, could never again play the ceremonial social functions of ex-presidents. Instead, this role passed to the legendary French singer of Armenian origin Charles Aznavour or the California-based rock musician Serj Tankian, founder of the System of a Down band. In Armenia itself, the public scene was now embarrassingly devoid of any great personalities. Moral leadership could not be claimed even by the national church, now tainted by allegations of economic corruption, nepotism, and a cozy association with what many regarded as the mafia-like regime, with its scandalously pompous weddings and funerals.  

			The new president, Serzh Sargsyan, proceeded to consolidate his position by swiftly completing his appropriation of the same political “machine” based on the flow of patronal favors and illicit exemptions. Despite or perhaps thanks to his tough reputation as the recent chief of security and military forces, he could also afford to mark a stylistic difference from his uncompromising predecessor. Intelligently enough, Serzh Sargsyan sought to demonstrate his benevolence to popular attitudes and even lenience to former opponents. This included his future nemesis, Nikol Pashinyan, who had long been a vociferous journalistic critic and was a leading organizer of the 2008 protests. After a year in hiding, during which he was apparently unable to emigrate, Nikol Pashinyan surrendered to police and began serving his long prison term. In slightly more than a year, he was amnestied and allowed to take up an opposition seat in the parliamentary elections of 2012.

			But what was now left of the parliamentary opposition? Just a few small and largely personalistic parties manifesting their existence mainly in news conferences during the passage of controversial bills (which nonetheless always passed).  Like the ruling Republican party, all oppositionists professed patriotic programs unconnected to the difficult socio-economic realities. The parties differed mainly in the sources of their sponsorship, which were either the American diaspora or local economic oligarchs who supplemented their business ventures with vehicles of political pressure out of bargaining calculation or sheer vanity. An atmosphere of disgusted alienation from politics characterized the following decade in Armenia.

			The true novelty, which gradually emerged from under the radar after 2008, was the urban youth movements. They mobilized networks of supporters through the internet and student cafes and first became visible on purely social issues concerning only the inhabitants of Yerevan. These included the defense of urban public spaces and historical buildings from commercial encroachments, volunteerism in the arts, and computer classes for children started with donations from the diaspora. The rapid spread of the internet became a potent new factor in more than one respect. Socially, it connected far-flung Armenian populations in real time. One could now see grandparents even in remote villages talking on Skype to their children and grandchildren in Australia, Europe, America, or Russia. Economically, even in this landlocked country, the internet enabled the rapid growth of information technology firms subcontracting for global corporations and independently entering world markets. In turn, this development fostered a significant new middle class whose incomes and social attitudes were independent of the state and patronal politicians. Last but not least, the internet proved difficult to censor and control.

			The educated urban youths and the internet first proved their salience in August 2013 during the briefly exuberant boycott of marshrutki, the clunky and overcrowded minibuses that were the main means of public transportation in post-Soviet Yerevan. The 50% fare increase, excused as the sole way of renovating the fleet, provoked a storm of citizen indignation that the internet activists successfully focused into a universal refusal to pay the new fares. In those days, one could see charming displays of solidarity at bus stops all over Yerevan, like private motorists offering free rides and schoolchildren dancing together with the mustachioed elders and singing (what else?) the old patriotic songs of guerrilla resistance to the Turks. The overworked and now humiliated bus drivers themselves threatened a strike and formed a labor union. The protests ended when President Serzh Sargsyan publicly chastised the mayor of Yerevan, suggesting that he should find a better way to solve the city’s budget problems. The same pattern of repressive tolerance would be repeated in a succession of urban social protests, which in July 2015 culminated in barricades on Marshal Bagramyan Avenue next to the Parliament and Presidency buildings in protest against the increase of electricity tariffs.33

			 Importantly, the new generation of protestors quickly learned to avoid violence and association with any politicians, maintain a merry festive attitude, and generally attract the sympathetic attention of the citizens of Yerevan, who consequently did not mind the temporary disruption of city traffic. No less importantly, the protestors engaged the police as “fellow Armenians,” making mutual agreements to abide by the law. The protesters’ insistence on the completely non-political and “networked” leaderless nature of their spontaneous campaigns, however, eventually proved their greatest pitfall. By default, this left the last word on every campaign to President Sargsyan, who also learned to play his part as a wise and benevolent statesman calming the passions. 

			In the meantime, an external menace was gathering. The enormous increase in the world oil price enabled Azerbaijan to launch an ambitious rearmament after 2008, conspicuously spending more on its military than the entire annual budget of Armenia. Trained by Turkish instructors and armed with the latest Russian, South African, and Israeli weapons, the Azerbaijani forces began persistently harassing the Armenian positions with sniper fire and nightly incursions by special forces, causing a continuous loss of lives.34 The vulnerability of the Armenian forces derived from their being underequipped, undermanned, and bound to the static defense of extensive trenches. The official Yerevan reacted only passively, decrying the loss of soldiers’ lives and ritually denouncing the aggressiveness of Armenia’s eastern neighbor. The situation exploded in April 2016 with unusually massive Azerbaijani attacks in Karabakh from several directions simultaneously, using Israeli guided missiles and unmanned drones with a lethal sophistication that the Armenian forces had not experienced before. After four days and nights of intensive fighting, the Azerbaijani forces made a few small but loudly trumpeted territorial gains while killing and wounding several hundred Armenians. The short and deadly conflagration deeply troubled the Armenian society and diaspora. How could the soldiers on the Karabakh frontlines lack the essential equipment and even adequate food while their superiors were driving expensive cars and building mansions? The Sargsyan regime, so far tolerated for lack of better alternatives, now entirely lost its legitimacy. The leaderless youth movements with their mocking non-political campaigning equally suffered a loss of purpose in the face of grave geopolitical reality. This was certainly not a situation when anti-war protesting could gather sympathy.

			In this somber atmosphere, in July 2016 a self-styled militia platoon of Karabakh veterans rather portentously named Sasna Tsrer (the Daredevils of the Sasun mountains, after the medieval folkloric heroes resisting the Arab conquest) at dawn attacked and captured a police base on the outskirts of Yerevan. Three police officers were killed and a score of the top brass taken hostage. This attack actually followed a long-established pattern of fringe nationalist terrorism seeking to overcome the moments of emotional downturn in spectacular acts of self-sacrificing violence and grandiose calls to wake the Armenian nation from slumber. Also like in the 1890s, the 1920s, the 1970s, and in 1999, the lone fighters soon met with political defeat. After a nerve-racking two-week-long siege, the rebels surrendered and, unrepentant, went to jail. The waiting tactics of Serzh Sagsyan seemed to work again. To his credit, he prudently abstained from calling anyone a terrorist and using the arsenal of brutal counter-terrorist measures visible in Putin’s Russia. However, a few hundred Sasna Tsrer sympathizers rioted in the streets of Yerevan, darkly overshadowing the previous achievements of peaceful youth movements and forcing the Armenian society into ever more pessimistic soul-searching. What could come next? Armenia’s post-Soviet political development seemed to have reached a very dead end.

			New Dawn?

			After everything we have said, the revolution of April 2018 should not look so unexpected. All its structural ingredients were already in place and just waiting for activation. Still, the revolution came as a surprise of gigantic force. If there exists one common trait in all revolutions, it is that they are always surprising. In hindsight, one can see that this revolution had a very typical run-up in which popular disenchantment fed the smug arbitrariness of rulers. First, Serzh Sargsyan’s ruling Republican party used the 2015-16 atmosphere of public disillusionment and apathy to fortify its formal positions by changing the constitution in a dubiously legitimate referendum. This turned Armenia into a parliamentary republic with nearly regal powers accorded to the prime minister. Before the new constitution came into force, a likable and competent business executive, Karen Karapetyan, seemed to be being prepared as the new prime minister. Also born in Karabakh, Karapetyan earned his mathematics degrees in Yerevan and made a splendid managerial career for himself at the Russian energy giant Gazprom. Karapetyan looked suave, cosmopolitan, and like a milder pragmatic edition of the Armenian intelligentsia—in short, not at all like the many fat brutes in the ruling regime. At the time, this surprising promotion appeared to be a smart move to assuage popular misgivings. 

				One cannot guess whether Serzh Sargsyan ever seriously considered the young technocrat as his successor. In the end, having offered some hope of change, President Sargsyan rudely betrayed it. His last-ditch clumsy maneuver was likely at the instigation of worried cronies and minions: patronal regimes sustained by insider deals inherently fear the change of hands. The recently changed constitution made the 2017 parliamentary elections crucial, although their importance seemed lost on many Armenians, drowning as they were in cynical apathy. In effect, the elections allowed the ruling party to unceremoniously reduce the opposition, with the singular exception of Nikol Pashinyan’s electoral bloc, inventively called Yelk (Way Out). Virtually alone among the contenders, the young Yelk-ers applied their energies in a grassroots campaign to personally mobilize the voters and hundreds of election observers trained to prevent fraud. These efforts gained Yelk a small foothold in the new parliament, but the more seasoned and prominent oppositionists altogether failed to overcome the barrier. The game seemed all set.

			Then, in spring 2018, Serzh Sargsyan committed two cardinal mistakes in succession. For whatever reason, after much evasiveness, he ended up putting himself up as the new Prime Minister, with huge executive powers and no term limit. Electoral authoritarianism now appeared fully consolidated. This left many Armenians aghast and looking for a way out.35 Sargsyan’s second mistake, which in the beginning looked minor, was to rely on the familiar tactic of benevolently disregarding the protest campaign immediately launched by Nikol Pashinyan. Unusually for Yerevan-centered Armenian politics, Pashinyan, himself a provincial, started by mobilizing provincial Armenian towns hitherto regarded as the bailiwicks of local potentates. Changing his appearance from a clean-shaven parliamentarian in a suit to a rugged bearded hiker with a backpack, if not a guerrilla warrior en marche, Pashinyan walked the miles back to Yerevan, bringing with him a growing troop of supporters. All along, he insisted on the non-violent but this time absolutely political nature of protest. Moreover, this movement also clearly had a leader, although much of the action was still left to the networks of autonomous activists seasoned in many previous mobilizations. And, of course, everything was broadcast live on the internet. In short, the latest Armenian revolution achieved success because it built on the well-rehearsed contemporary repertoire of collective action and revived the impressive internal solidarity of Armenians beyond distinctions of class, gender, age, or locality. This time proved different because the protest had an unambiguous leader untainted by previous failures and a clear political goal of ending the self-serving regime, which proved scandalously unprepared to defend the nation from external attack.  With proper direction, the spark set an explosion.

			But once the revolution succeeded, where could it be headed next? Its single leader, Nikol Pashinyan, after becoming the provisional Prime Minister, carefully avoided taking any position on the potentially divisive social, environmental, and economic issues. His only reference to economic concerns was a publicized Skype chat with American professor of economics Daron Acemoglu, a fellow Armenian, who predictably advised that the extractive regime be replaced by an inclusive one. Pashinyan’s first hundred days in power were marked largely by the spectacular investigations and arrests of the former top officials, including ex-president Robert Kocharyan, who overconfidently agreed to travel from Moscow to Yerevan on interrogation summons. In the short run, this helped to maintain the huge popularity of the new regime. Yet it also alarmed Putin’s Moscow. Furthermore, the lack of clear policy goals and credible candidates for government appointments inevitably called into doubt the professionalism of the new Armenian leader, however understandable his hesitations. 

			The structural context of dilemmas, however, is glaringly visible and therefore the available options appear constrained and calculable. Armenia is a small landlocked country located in a distinctly hostile geopolitical environment. The industrial plant built in Soviet times is largely beyond repair and its bulky inputs and outputs could not be transported anyway because the railroads leading to Armenia across both Georgia and Azerbaijan have been severed since the Caucasus ethnic wars of the early 1990s. Even theoretically, Armenia cannot afford to break its dependence on Russia. The former imperial metropole still serves the single major supplier of military security, as well as the biggest destination for Armenian labor migrants and predominantly agricultural exports (again, traveling by air or automobile across Georgia and the mountain passes of the Greater Caucasus). At the same time, Armenia’s imports of industrial goods are largely from EU countries or purchased via Georgia from the unfriendly Turkey. Iran is also an important neighbor and potential energy supplier, but here the trade prospects are seriously aggravated by logistical transportation bottlenecks and international political constraints. Armenia’s balance of payments, meager as it is, at present critically depends on labor remittances and foreign aid. All this seems plenty on the negative side. 

			Given that Armenia seems to be following the well-established path of many revolutions, the trial and likely conviction of ex-president Kocharyan, the former “monarch,” would likely provoke foreign intervention. This could take the form of Moscow’s cutting the lifelines to Armenia or indirectly encouraging Azerbaijan to have another try in Karabakh. Baku must be itching for it anyway, having burdened itself with stockpiles of unused expensive weapons, facing the inertia of revanchist propaganda, and probably also feeling the need to deflect domestic social pressures after the end of high oil prices. The demonstration effect of the revolution in Armenia, coupled with the political turmoil in Turkey, could trigger instability in Azerbaijan. Add to this Russia’s own strategic frustrations with its military base in Armenia. It is the closest foothold to the Syrian theater of operations, yet this base cannot be reliably resupplied due to Georgian objections and Azerbaijan’s blockade of Armenia from the Caspian side. A short war in Karabakh might provide Moscow with an opportunity to introduce its peacekeeping forces, thus enlarging and making operational the Russian military extension in the South Caucasus. (Baku must also see and fear this prospect.) But will the war be short? This time the better-prepared Armenians could hold to their positions and, in one of the most venerable revolutionary patterns, rise to the challenge in a patriotic levée en masse. This prospect at once makes the future dangerously incalculable. Revolutions under external attack often radicalize with surprising force. Could the hitherto peaceful and legalistic Nikol Pashinyan survive such a turn of events? Will he be replaced by a yet unknown Armenian Bonaparte or become a Napoleon himself? In the eventuality of a longer ferocious war, very possibly with the use of strategic missiles, what could be the reactions of Turkey, Iran, and, if Iran moves, Israel, as well as Europe and the United States? Given the roster of dire prospects and the prior geopolitical commitments of Moscow, it could just as well take a more conservative approach and let Pashinyan’s Armenia meet its own economic ruin and disillusionments in near future. But will Armenia be ruined? 

			Not necessarily. On the positive side, Armenia seems to possess surprisingly strong economic potential that has been waiting for a political activation like the recent revolution. This hopeful scenario can be designated, in short, as a developmental state. Social scientists studying economic development know too well that, historically, Third World countries’ successes in upgrading their world markets positions have been strongly correlated with authoritarian regimes (examples being South Korea, Chile, or Singapore).36 There are, however, democratic exceptions to this rule, like the island nation of Mauritius and, much closer to Armenia, Israel and Ireland—the latter two both mid-sized states with strong ethno-national identities and a large overseas diaspora. The recent revolution created in Armenia the charismatic concentration of political authority that can conceivably manage the necessary spark. What would then come into action?

			At present, the people of Armenia are impoverished but have preserved their traditional craftsman skills, family discipline, and the famed entrepreneurial spirit. Perhaps only one-third of all Armenians today remain in the homeland. In addition to historical dislocations and migrations, in the aftermath of Soviet collapse Armenia suffered a massive labor emigration and brain drain. This recent loss could yet become a gain in the longer run because the Armenians, toughened and united by their difficult history, remain patriotically attached to their ancestral land and culture. The combination of diaspora resources and connections (today necessarily including Russia and other post-Soviet countries) with high-quality and relatively inexpensive labor in the homeland seems a recipe for fueling economic growth. Unlike China with its ocean of cheap labor, but much like the middle-income Israel or Ireland, the Armenian model of development must focus on post-industrial economic activities: information technologies, advanced chemistry and electronics, healthcare, education, tourism, ecological high-value added agriculture, etc. This does not exclude old Keynesian tricks like launching public works programs that immediately create jobs and repair and upgrade the battered roads and city streets. A renovated Armenia would look still more attractive for investments and repatriation from diaspora. Among the positive factors one can list the internal safety of Armenia, its abundance of fresh water from the mountains (which still needs conservation), the diversity of climate zones with pronounced seasons, and the openness and polyglot traditions of Armenian culture, which puts a premium on education and achievement. Incidentally, chess is a compulsory subject in Armenian schools starting in the fourth grade.

			Critically missing until now was the accountable and sufficiently strong political regime that could credibly guarantee investment and proactively pursue both Armenian and non-Armenian investors (rather than begging donors). It remains to be seen whether Nikol Pashinyan and his growing circle of collaborators could foster such a regime. Yet the opportunity seems real enough. 
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			Abstract: The 2018 power transition in Armenia, known as the Velvet Revolution, took place roughly a year after the 2017 parliamentary election, in which the only opposition bloc of three parties—including the Civil Contract Party, led by Nikol Pashinyan, the future revolutionary leader— won just over 7% of the vote. The newly elected opposition MPs did not dispute the results of the election, but just a year later, mass protests toppled the regime in two weeks and Pashinyan became the new head of state. This article argues that the 2017 success and the 2018 demise of Armenia’s regime had the same cause: the absence of a developed political party system in Armenia. It also argues that the revolution was triggered by a lack of alternative modes of mass political engagement and made possible by the weakness of the regime—its “multiple sovereignty.” As a result, new elites were formed ad hoc from the pool of people who rose to power as a result of civil strife and who often adhere to a Manichaean worldview. 

			Why Velvet and Why Revolution?

			The events of spring 2018 will likely go down in Armenia’s history as the Velvet Revolution. The name was coined early on by the leaders of mass protests against Serzh Sargsyan’s regime and continues to stick now that the former revolutionaries have become Armenia’s new political elite.   

			The semantics of this coinage are instructive and by no means accidental, reflecting some important aspects of the events that rocked Armenia in April-May 2018. In Armenia, an individual’s answer to the question of whether or not the power handover of 2018 can rightly be called a “revolution” is an indicator of whether or not they support the changes: the new elites and their supporters insist that the transition is a true “revolution,” a term also used in general public discourse in Armenia. 

			In fact, this is chiefly a terminological question: the classical political revolutions of the late 18th to mid-20th centuries were for the most part “illegal” in the sense that they violated the laws and procedures of the regimes that they overthrew. A revolution was its own source of legitimacy and usually paid no attention to laws adopted by those powers against which it rebelled and which it eventually took down. A revolution was viewed as a developmental leap, a way to break free of the previous polity.1 

			In contrast to revolutions of previous centuries, modern post-Soviet revolutions, sometimes called “color revolutions,” can be non-violent and do not necessarily involve change to pre-existing laws or constitutions; in some cases, even parts of the elite survive unchanged.2 The leadership and the management style change, as does the system for rotating power, but the declared goal of the revolution is to ensure the implementation of laws adopted by the previous authorities, whose main fault is often considered to be having failed to ensure the rule of law. In this paradigm, any change of political regime or even change of government can be called a revolution.3 

			The meanings behind the adjective “velvet” are also interesting. A velvet revolution is peaceful and non-violent; it is also smooth and legitimate. The adjective was previously used to characterize the 1989 post-communist revolution in Czechoslovakia. It is quite possible that the name of the Armenian revolution was carefully selected to avoid references to flowers or colors so as to preclude uncomfortable analogies with the revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine.4 

			In the post-Soviet space, especially in Russia, the expression “color revolution” is often used to denote a project inspired or initiated by external players, usually by the collective “West.” The mention of “color revolutions” often implies placing events within the paradigm of confrontation between Russia and the West, and seeing them as the result of Russian and Western interests colliding on post-Soviet territory. While this topic lies beyond the scope of this paper, it is worth pointing out that although external players are sometimes involved in post-Soviet power rotations, the extent and impact of their involvement is usually overstated, including in the cases of Ukraine and Georgia.5 This is certainly one of the reasons why proponents of the Armenian revolution object to it being called a “color revolution”: such a denomination would stress the role of foreign players and create the impression that change of foreign policy orientation was the trigger and driving force of the power handover in Armenia, whereas the declared incentives for change—and arguably the true chief causes of the events—were rooted in domestic politics.6 

			Charles Tilly’s political theory of revolutions has some explanatory power for the case of Armenia. The events of spring 2018 can be viewed in a wider context of protest movements in the country. While a protest movement can arise spontaneously, its outcome will depend on the extent of public support for it—that is, on its capacity for mobilization. Among the prerequisites for a revolution, Tilly lists the emergence of a counter-elite and a charismatic leader, but also the unwillingness or incapacity of incumbent authorities to subdue the protests by violent means. Tilly believes that revolutionary situations can arise in the event of “multiple sovereignty,” cases in which the authorities are unable to control particular areas of political life and another force takes over. The weakness of this theory is that it does not answer the question of which conditions give rise to “multiple sovereignty.” Part of the answer can be found in structural or sociological theories, but they still do not fully explain the causes of the situations and social movements leading to revolutions.7 Below, I will try to show that one possible cause is that large segments of the population have no alternative means of expressing their political demands. 

			Analytical publications on Armenia’s power handover are few, given that it is not yet over.8 Some insightful articles have appeared in the media,9 but overall, media stories about the Velvet Revolution remain emotional. Most of the data used in this article was collected from interviews with stakeholders, participant observation, and media publications.

			Hoping to Rule Forever

			The first—and what many believe to have been the main—reason for public discontent was the protracted lack of power rotation in Armenia. De facto, the Republican Party had been in power since 1999; President Serzh Sargsyan assumed office in 2008 in what was viewed as a handover from the previous Republican president, Robert Kocharyan.10 Even back in 2008, the Republican Party was unpopular, as were Kocharyan and Sargsyan. Hundreds of thousands protested against Sargsyan’s accession to power based on what they believed to have been flawed elections; the March 1, 2008 move to disperse the protests culminated in the deaths of eight civilians and two police officers.11

			The protests of February-March 2008 were led by Armenia’s first president, Levon Ter-Petrosyan, with the future leader of the Velvet Revolution, Nikol Pashinyan, as one of the main organizers and a key public speaker on Ter-Petrosyan’s behalf. These events left Armenian society polarized, and the regime (now associated with President Sargsyan) became even more unpopular. 

			2008 was also the first year of the global economic recession, which hit Armenia hard. Following several years of double-digit economic growth, 2008 brought about an abrupt decline in Armenia’s economy, followed by years of stagnation. That trend was just beginning to reverse in 2017, which saw the first significant growth in a decade.   

			The decade leading up to the Velvet Revolution also saw a steady decline in the stability of the Karabakh conflict. Nagorno-Karabakh is not legally part of Armenia, but forms part of its social organism. Even though formally external, the Karabakh conflict is perceived by Armenians as a key concern for both Armenian states, the internationally recognized one and the unrecognized/de facto one. Between 2008 and 2018, the situation in the conflict zone escalated from episodic shooting with small arms, known as a “sniper war,” to intensive shelling with artillery and mortar systems, the shooting-down of aircraft, and regular intrusions. From the border between Karabakh and Azerbaijan, instability spread to the borders between Azerbaijan and Armenia. This culminated in 2016 in what became known as the Four-Day War, which claimed hundreds of lives and was the largest escalation of the conflict since the 1991-1994 war.   

			It is no surprise that the Armenian public put part of the blame for these alarming developments on its authorities. Public discourse in Armenia around the Karabakh conflict had grown harsher over the years, with the media, social networks, and opposition parties accusing the government of taking a weak stand and failing to protect the interests of Karabakh Armenians.12 After the April 2016 escalation, the Armenian authorities were also blamed for their inability to properly maintain the army. The very possibility of escalation in Karabakh was perceived by the society as a sign of the incompetence and corruption of the military and elites in general. Making things worse, the negotiation process in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, conducted in the framework of the OSCE Minsk Group, became deadlocked around 2011. Formally, negotiations were still ongoing: heads of state, foreign affairs ministers, and Minsk Group co-chairs continued to meet regularly over the years. However, the discussions now centered on incident investigation mechanisms, monitoring of the contact line, and the establishment of trust measures. In reality, efforts to resolve the conflict had been reduced to attempts to manage some of its aspects. 

			In Armenia, conflict settlement is no longer viewed as a realistic prospect, and this cannot fail to create public concern and insecurity. The true causes of the escalation and the deadlock in negotiations are a matter of scholarly debate that cannot be addressed here;13 what matters in the context of this paper is that the public blamed the political elite for the decline in security.   

			In a nutshell, the popularity of the ruling Republican Party and of President Serzh Sargsyan was all but nonexistent by 2018,14 while discontent with the ruling elite was ubiquitous, providing the prerequisites for a rebellion.15 Typical of the ruling party in a post-Soviet hybrid regime, the Republican Party was a non-ideological body, best described as a trade union of public officials and affiliated businesses offering career trajectories to ambitious young people without too many scruples.16 It was rejected by most of the society, especially the youth, and became associated with corruption, nepotism, and incompetence.17     

			As the ruling party solidified its power while simultaneously falling into disrepute, the political opposition became weak, fragmented, and marginalized. These two processes continued in parallel for a number of years, with the result that people hated the regime and despised the politicians who tried (but failed) to topple it. The administrative resources of the Republican Party, combined with the disorganized and ad hoc nature of opposition groups, produced a situation where opposition parties and candidates stood no real chance of either winning elections or coming to power as a result of post-election protests. With few exceptions, starting in 1995, the losing party or candidate in national elections refused to recognize the results. In turn, each election was declared to have been flawed and was followed by protests of varying scope and intensity. It was not just the regime but the political system as a whole that was losing legitimacy.18 

			2008 was a watershed for this process. Until 2008, the ruling party had low credibility but there was some public trust in the opposition; following the crisis, the entire party system lost credibility. Opposition parties and leaders enjoyed little public support. The opposition’s repeated failure to win elections or rise to power in some other way ruined the reputations of particular political groups and leaders, as well as those of what came to be perceived as the “traditional opposition” or political class.

			This thesis can be well illustrated by the rapid rise and fall of Raffi Hovhannisyan, Armenia’s first foreign minister (1991-1992), who became an opposition politician in the 2000s. At the peak of his opposition career, Raffi Hovhannisyan won almost 37% of the vote in the 2013 presidential election, coming in second behind the incumbent president. 43% of the votes in the capital, Yerevan, went to Hovhannisyan, which is unsurprising because capital cities are usually more pro-opposition than the country as a whole. However, less than three months later, in May 2013, the bloc led by Hovhannisyan received little more than 8% of the vote in the election of the Yerevan Municipal Council. Following his failure to displace the ruling regime, his public support in the capital declined by a factor of 5 in the course of two and a half months, and continued to decline to the point that four years later, in the 2017 parliamentary election, Hovhannisyan’s party failed to cross the 5% threshold needed to gain seats under the parliament’s proportional representation system. 

			Arguably, the personified nature of political parties, the near-absence of political platforms, and the non-rotation of the political class created a situation in which voters were disappointed in those politicians who had begun their careers in the 1990s (a group that included all opposition leaders until 2017) and lost trust in politicians as a whole.   

			The vicious circle in which the political opposition found itself—being too weak to compete against the Republican Party and being further weakened by its failure to win—led to widespread public apathy and a loss of hope that things would ever change. The Republicans learned to use this apathy in their favor, manipulating it to win elections despite a lack of public support for the Republicans as a party. According to various witness accounts, the Republican Party’s methods of attracting votes included construction of village roads and promises thereof; renovation of apartment blocks in towns; direct bribery with money or goods, including agricultural produce, seeds and fertilizers; cooptation of employees in businesses that enjoyed government support or privileges, and direct pressure on public sector employees, such as teachers or hospital staff.   

			The weakness of the party system and lack of an alternative helped the Republican Party capitalize on its administrative resources and ties to big business.19 Lack of faith in rotation of power by means of elections reduced incentives to vote for the opposition and increased incentives to accept a bribe, favor, or promise from the Republican Party in exchange for a vote. Using this strategy, the Republican Party gradually took over most of the political platforms in Armenia: the presidential office, the parliament, the provincial administrations, most town halls, and even most village councils.20 Their success gave them the illusion that they could rule in this way forever, or at least for a long time. Yet new forms of protest were on the rise. 

			The Weaknesses of Hybrid Regimes 

			Another factor that may have enabled the power transition in Armenia was that its regime was “hybrid” and generally moderate. Indeed, Serzh Sargasyan’s was the mildest of the regimes that had ruled in Armenia since independence: persecutions of political opponents were few and never large-scale; bribery and co-optation replaced electoral fraud as the main methods for winning elections; while the main media were not independent, there was pluralism; and there were no efforts to censor or ban social media. Political opposition, though weak, was allowed to exist and always received seats in the parliament.21 

			In the spirit of Tilly’s theory, my hypothesis concerning “color revolutions” is that they affect hybrid regimes more than strong autocratic ones.22 At least in the post-Soviet space, revolutions only happened in countries that had some degree of pluralism, some freedom of the press, and some opposition politics. The list of post-Soviet countries that share these features includes Kyrgyzstan, Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, and Armenia (there is no need to consider the Baltic states, which have integrated into the EU and the NATO). A “color revolution” has not happened in any of the others, from Belarus to Turkmenistan.23 

			Arguably, tough authoritarian regimes preclude the formation of a protest culture, a protest milieu, and a counter-elite. Potential revolutionaries are jailed, exiled, or sometimes even murdered. By contrast, all five states that had “color revolutions” had previously had some power rotation, albeit amid criticism and public discontent and often with questionable legality. Kyrgyzstan, Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, and Armenia all had opposition parties; although weak, these were not fake and were quite sincere in their opposition to the ruling regimes. In Armenia in particular, street protests became a permanent and prominent feature of political life and political culture in the 2010s; we can surmise that these increasingly widespread (and successful) protest practices paved the way for the events of spring 2018.    

			A final feature shared by post-Soviet hybrid regimes is a transition to parliamentary rule. The hybrid states mentioned above—Moldova, Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan—have executed some form of transition from presidential or semi-presidential systems to parliamentary ones. Meanwhile, the other seven, which have heavy restrictions on political freedoms and political competition—Russia, Belarus, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kazakhstan—remain presidential or super-presidential republics. None of them have any rotation of power except when the leader dies. Russia uses an original model in which Putin was replaced by Medvedev for one term in office, but that did not change the system as a whole. 

			Seen from the post-Soviet space, the parliamentary system seems to be more convenient for creating checks and balances among political forces and de-personalizing over-personalized post-Soviet politics. There is an open question as to whether this can work in countries which lack well-developed party systems, but there is no room to debate it here. At any rate, it is hardly a coincidence that all post-Soviet countries with some pluralism, some freedom of speech, and moderate regimes have chosen parliamentary systems. 

			Armenia has been no exception. The idea to reform Armenia’s political system in this direction originated with the opposition, and the idea became especially popular among opposition politicians during Serzh Sargsyan’s second term in office. At some point in 2013, Sargsyan’s administration began warming up to this idea, for a number of reasons. The first was external: Armenia needed something to show the EU after being strong-armed by Russia into cancelling its planned signing of an Association Agreement with the EU and joining the Russia-led Customs Union instead. This move hurt Armenia’s relationship with Europe and its image in the eyes of EU officials. Armenia later managed to resume negotiations with the EU, signing a CEPA, a reduced version of the Association Agreement, in 2017. But back in 2013, Armenia needed to give Europe some proof of its complementarity. Transitioning to parliamentary rule was a way to show the West that rapprochement was not over.

			The second reason for the transition was domestic, and without it, the EU incentive would probably not have worked. This reason was the one described in the previous section: the Republican Party’s leaders believed that they could keep winning elections using the apathy of the public and the weakness of opposition parties. In this context, de-personifying elections was instrumental, as the unpopular president would no longer have to run for office in a national election, elections would only need to be held once every five years, and voters would choose a party, not a person. The Republican Party would keep winning the majority of seats in the parliament and then smoothly elect a prime minister. The system could be perpetuated, with all decision-making happening in the offices of the Republican Party.24   

			Corresponding changes in the Constitution were put to a referendum in December 2015. With minimal turnout (51%), the changes were passed with 66% of the vote. The opposition claimed that fraud and coercion had factored into the outcome, but these post-election protests, which had become a familiar part of the political landscape, soon subsided and the changes were adopted.25 Most importantly, during the campaign leading up to the referendum, President Sargsyan promised not to run for office again—be it for president or prime minister. 

			The 2017 parliamentary election was based on the new constitution. Under the fully proportional system, the Republican Party obtained an absolute majority, while the only opposition group represented, the Way Out Alliance, won just 9 of 105 seats. For the first time in years, not a single political force came forward to refute the election results. Apparently, the Republican Party leadership took this as a sign that it could continue to concentrate power in its own hands, consolidating a classical one-and-a-half-party system in which opposition is allowed to exist but all decision-making is made by the ruling party, which becomes merged with the public administration. 26

			A year later, the flaw in their logic became apparent. Even if you have control over the political system, once your public credibility hits a certain low, it is impossible to remain in power without resorting to mass political repressions. 

			It can thus be argued that a number of prerequisites for the Velvet Revolution in Armenia were met: the non-rotation and over-concentration of power, the weakness of the political party system, the laxity of the regime, and the regime’s delusions about its stability. 

			The Protesters: Looking for Simple Solutions

			Networked decentralized youth protests began to break out, chiefly in the capital city, from around 2010. Their complaints varied from environmental concerns to urban planning and social issues. They relied on Facebook, Twitter, and other networks, and were intentionally non-politicized. In reality, the protests were political in nature, but the topics were not. There was an emerging core group of activists who participated in various protests, but no formal hierarchy; leadership was flexible, mostly based on self-cooptation in the course of the protests. 

			Experience showed that social issues attracted the most attention and support. The largest and most successful protests were the 2013 “100 drams” campaign against an increase in public transportation fares and the 2015 Electric Yerevan protest against a hike in consumer prices for electricity. These protests gathered many more people and received more publicity than environmental or urban planning issues. Protest leaders took measures to prevent the participation of political parties. This was a rational strategy: the social protests brought together much larger crowds than political rallies, and there were cases when the involvement of opposition politicians actually reduced the scope of a protest. Public fatigue with the political class was especially evident among protest-minded youth. 

			Besides its focus on social issues, the gradually forming protest milieu included leftist argumentation, calls for fairness and equality, and anti-corruption and anti-monopolist slogans.27 While the networked non-hierarchical protest technology had been used before, in the Arab Spring and the Color Revolutions, and while Armenia’s culture of public protests had existed since its 1988-1991 anti-communist revolution, the leftist rhetoric was a new phenomenon for post-Soviet countries. The younger generations, which have grown up in independent Armenia, do not share their parents’ prejudices against leftist ideology caused by having lived in the USSR. In a way, this brings Armenia closer to Europe, where the political left is a traditional part of the political gamut and is especially popular with youth, who protest against capitalism and bourgeois values.  

			Armenia’s regime viewed the new form of protest as a technical problem and dealt with each one as it arose, using a combination of police and political methods. The authorities did not realize that it was their own lack of credibility that had caused the protests in the first place. When all other methods failed, the government agreed to the protesters’ demands: it rolled back price hikes, sent draft laws back for review, and so on. As a result, the social protests, in contrast to political campaigns, had success stories to show the public and were increasingly viewed as an effective tool for solving problems. 

			For almost a decade, the protests remained local; they needed a trigger to graduate to national scale. Serzh Sargsyan provided one in 2018 by breaking his promise not to run for office. It was evident that he was going to be elected prime minister—that is, the head of state under the new system—and there was no legal method of preventing this, since the Republican Party was in full control of the parliament. Having cut their teeth on para-political protests over the course of several years, protesters could now manifest public resentment in new networked forms. All that was needed was a charismatic leader with a skilled team behind him.

			As usually happens when there is widespread demand, everything clicked into place. Serzh Sargsyan’s planned election to the post of prime minister triggered the spread of protests to national scale, and 42-year-old MP Nikol Pashinyan, head of one of the three parties in the Way Out Alliance, took the lead in the protests. His biography is quite illustrative of the movement and the pool of people it brought to power. 

			The Charismatic Leader

			Raised in the town of Ijevan in northeastern Armenia, Pashinyan was 16 when he began to study journalism at Yerevan State University. While still a student, he reported news for the print media and entered politics; at 23, he coordinated the campaign of one of the presidential candidates in the 1998 election. He figured prominently in a variety of scandals and lawsuits that centered around criticizing public officials. His activity as a journalist is hard to distinguish from his political activism; he became known as a relentless critic of the regime. 

			In 2007, he founded the Impeachment Alliance, which called for the resignations of President Robert Kocharyan (on the grounds of “high treason and other grave crimes”) and then-prime minister Serzh Sargsyan.28 The Alliance won 1.3% of the vote in the 2007 election (about 17,000 votes), although Pashinyan claimed the vote had been rigged and 400,000 votes had been faked. Pashinyan’s Alliance then merged with the Armenian National Congress. Pashinyan himself joined the electoral team of its leader, Levon Ter-Petrosyan, and was one of the key public speakers at mass post-election rallies in which Ter-Petrosyan claimed the victory for himself. Following the violent dispersion of the protests on March 1, 2008, Pashinyan was wanted by the police. In 2009, he turned himself in and was sentenced to seven years in prison, but he was amnestied in 2011. He resumed his career in the Armenian National Congress and was elected as one of its MPs, but split from Ter-Petrosyan in 2013 to found a new alliance, Civic Contract. Civic Contract became a political party in 2015 and joined the Way Out Alliance for the 2017 election, in which Pashinyan was once again elected MP.   

			Thus, Pashinyan’s entire adult life had been about fighting the regime. He started out as a journalist criticizing the authorities and rose to popularity as a public protester and speaker only loosely and temporarily affiliated with the classical opposition. Pashinyan was set apart from the “old guard” in many respects, including his age: he was a whole generation younger than the leaders who had emerged in the late 1980s and acceded to power during the independence struggle and Karabakh war. Younger people, for whom the disintegration of the USSR is no longer part of their personal history, consider the older political generation outdated, and feel closer to Pashinyan in terms of style, paradigms, and even appearance.  

			Pashinyan’s Civil Contract Party actually received its name from a new type of non-political protest. A project publicly discussed in 2013-2015, Civil Contract institutionalized civil protests, in contrast to the fruitless political movements of the previous two decades. It strived to re-format opposition activity into a creative new form for a new generation. The widespread demand for new forms of protest was thus filled by the creation of a youth-driven movement clearly distinct from the “old guard.” Pashinyan had learned the lessons of 2008: the old methods and old paradigms were not going to work. The youth protests of July-September 2015—the Electric Yerevan campaign—provided a good model, but their focus was on a concrete social issue. The next logical step was for a networked decentralized protest movement to focus on a political issue.

			The Social Roots of the Protest

			It is also worthwhile to analyze who the protesters were. The main driving force of the movement of which Pashinyan eventually became the leader were residents of Yerevan under the age of 30, from a middle-class background, with above-average education levels.29 Many supporters were students or young white-collar workers. This is logical, because active long-term involvement in protests, some of which lasted for months, requires a financial base and plenty of free time. It also requires adherence to a certain worldview and faith in the outcome of the protest.  

			Armenia had a fair supply of this type of actor as a result of its Soviet past. Under the Soviet modernization project, Armenia’s role was to develop science and technology in research institutions, factories, and laboratories chiefly working for the military. As a side effect, in the late Soviet era Armenia had a large stratum of intellectuals who were later to play key roles in the 1988-1991 anti-Soviet revolution in Armenia. While many of the leaders of that revolution came from formal and natural sciences, the industry that produced them could not survive outside the Soviet militarized economy and became extinct in Armenia shortly after its independence from the USSR. Armenia’s economy underwent rapid de-modernization in the 1990s, whereupon most of its educated class became unemployed, with many individuals emigrating to job markets in Russia and the West.   

			Even though the market of independent Armenia had few skilled jobs to offer, the next generation of Armenians was brought up by Soviet parents who had life plans for their children that required obtaining a university degree. However, their parents’ experience also indicated that taking up mathematics, physics, or chemistry was a guarantee of unemployment (that sector eventually came back to life in the 2000s in the form of computer science, but that is a totally different story). As a result, many young people rushed into departments and fields that had been scarce or non-existent in the USSR. Those were chiefly humanities and social sciences, such as international relations, political science, economics, law, management, journalism, and other specializations that young people hoped would provide a good alternative to their parents’ educational trajectories.  

			Since the educational market of independent Armenia was free and scarcely regulated, it reacted to the rising demand by providing a mass supply of low-quality services.  The new specializations were taught by educators with backgrounds in Soviet ideological disciplines such as Marxism-Leninism, atheism, the history of the Communist party, and the like, or by ones who had moved over from the hard sciences. Literature, curricula, and methodology were lacking, as were scholarly traditions and visions. The outcome was thousands of young people graduating every year with worthless university degrees in areas for which the market would have had no demand even if the degrees had been of an international standard. Graduates were left with the options of learning a new trade, taking up an unskilled job, or emigrating. 

			Arguably, it is this very social stratum that became the driving force of mass protests in the 2010s. For them, civil activism was a method of self-expression and an outlet for their energy. Young people with degrees in humanities and social sciences formed the core of the NGO sector, discussion platforms, and youth initiatives and movements. Understandably, given their disillusionment, their ideology was generally anti-establishment and increasingly also anti-bourgeois. They began taking up the leftist slogans that their parents’ generation had associated with the USSR and therefore rejected. 

			The Manichaean Worldview

			Understandably, and in line with their leftist views, the main focus of the youth protests was the concerns at the top of the social agenda: corruption, nepotism, the merger between business and politics, and the monopolization of Armenia’s economy. Unfortunately, the education that young people had received did not help them understand the origin of these issues at all. The lack of a democratic tradition, the Soviet legacy of political views, the social pessimism of the older generations whose social and financial standing had been dealt a terrible blow by the collapse of Soviet industry in Armenia, and the poor quality of education—all of this combined to produce a simplistic worldview in which governance was about “bad” or “good” leaders. The elites were viewed as the cause, not the result, of the problems facing Armenia. In this worldview, the solution is universal: fire the bad guys and hire good guys instead. In general, Armenian citizens believe that free and fair elections will result in the election of honest and competent public servants, corruption can be exterminated by jailing corrupt officials, good police work is all it takes to prevent monopolization, and so on. 

			Thus, negative slogans are key to the success of a campaign. Any positive program could work against the protesters—whether leftist or rightist, pro-Russian or pro-Western, all positive slogans have their proponents and opponents. However, no one supports corruption and no one is against fair elections; the simpler the dichotomy, the wider the support. Since Serzh Sargsyan had clearly and publicly promised not to run for office and had broken this promise, the slogan had every chance of winning popular support. On March 31, 2018, Nikol Pashinyan and his supporters began a march from Armenia’s northern capital, Gyumri, to Yerevan, protesting against Serzh Sargsyan’s upcoming election to the post of prime minister. Their slogan was “Take a step, reject Serzh.” 

			In line with Armenians’ personified perception of politics, personification was the strategy of the spring 2018 protests. Evil was personified by Serzh Sargsyan, the man who had lied to the nation and wanted to keep ruling it. Change was personified by Nikol Pashinyan, who was not so much the movement’s leader as its symbol. The sincere young protester was thus set up in opposition to the corrupt, hypocritical middle-aged politician. This image was so vivid that it attracted many people who had never paid any attention to politics before. 

			Even though Pashinyan and his team campaigned “by the book,” they applied the methodology in creative ways. First, the vivid imagery appealed to teenagers: students aged 14 and upwards joined the movement. Second, the protesters were mobile: if they encountered a police squad and things got complicated, they just walked away and blocked a different street. Third, the protest was so decentralized that it required no leaders and could originate anywhere: it was enough for someone to start shouting slogans or blowing a vuvuzela and a crowd would gather and block a street. 

			At first, the rallies involved several thousand people in Yerevan. Once the parliament elected Sargsyan prime minister on April 17, the protests evolved: more people took part, from all age groups and all social strata.30 It also spilled over to other cities, towns and villages; human roadblocks paralyzed traffic all over the country. 

			The authorities continued to react with policing, arresting and isolating leaders and activists. This had the opposite of the intended effect: new leaders and activists emerged locally, and participation increased in proportion to repressive measures. Serzh Sargsyan agreed to negotiate with Nikol Pashinyan on the latter’s terms, in public and with media present, but walked out of the negotiations once Pashinyan announced that he was only prepared to discuss the timeline for Sargsyan’s resignation. Pashinyan and some members of his team were arrested, but it was too late: over a hundred thousand people were taking part in the protests in the city of Yerevan alone.  

			The regime’s options were to involve the army or to hand over power. Meanwhile, April 24 was approaching, the day when Armenians worldwide commemorate the early 20th-century genocide of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. In Yerevan, up to half a million people usually visit the genocide memorial on that day; the ritual involves slowly walking up the hill on which the memorial is situated. The date and the place are considered sacred; a regime that attempted repressive action on Genocide Day would be doomed. With hundreds of thousands walking together, anything could have turned the commemoration march into a gigantic anti-government rally. It is no surprise that Sargsyan announced his resignation on April 23. 

			Since Pashinyan wanted to take the legalistic road and avoid disbanding the parliament, the Republican Party tried to hold onto power for a while. Once Sargsyan resigned, the Republican majority in the parliament rejected Pashinyan’s candidacy for prime minister. The next day, Pashinyan encouraged his supporters to block all the main roads, including the road to Yerevan’s airport. MPs were insulted on social media and pressured in the streets. Armenia’s second-largest political party, Prosperous Armenia, led by major business operator Gagik Tsarukyan, announced its support for the protest movement and called for a boycott of the parliament. On May 8, the parliament elected Pashinyan prime minister.  

			Challenges

			Once Pashinyan became the head of the executive branch, he replaced the heads of most ministries and agencies either with his associates from the protest movement or with technocrats from the previous administration who had agreed to work in the new government. In his speeches, Pashinyan expressed commitment to a legalistic transition and continuity in foreign policy.31 The change of government was made in line with legislation; heads of local administrations are being gradually replaced; and plans were announced for a snap election of the parliament. As of August 2018, Armenia was ruled by a coalition of former protest leaders and former public officials. Pashinyan has stressed that the new authorities will not pursue a “vendetta” against the previous administration; continuity and legalistic adherence to procedure are generally viewed as positive characteristics of the new regime. 

			The newcomers in the cabinet are finding public administration challenging. Civic protests are their only vision of politics. The new regime is dependent on public opinion and often follows in its tracks. Fighting corruption is still at the center of the new leaders’ ideology and is still understood as a fight against corrupt individuals. Prominent figures from the old regime, including former president Kocharyan and family members of former president Sargsyan, are being prosecuted on various charges. While the means are still legalistic, the choice of targets appears to be politically motivated.   

			The popularity of the new authorities borders on euphoria; expectations are enormous and cannot be fulfilled in principle. Armenia suffers from a whole range of systemic problems that cannot be handled overnight, including poverty, unemployment, the Karabakh conflict (which takes its toll on the economy as well as security), poor infrastructure, insufficient investment, a merger of business and politics, and so on. 

			There is also a political problem: despite his popularity, Pashinyan has no institutional support. The Civil Contract party is tiny; the majority of MPs still come from the Republican Party and Prosperous Armenia. A strong political party cannot be built in a matter of months, which means that the party and the elite in general will be recruited by means of self-co-optation of individuals and groups with all types of backgrounds. 

			It often happens after revolutions that the authorities have to build themselves while they govern, recruiting from a limited pool of human resources. It would have been a lot easier had Armenia possessed a fully formed political party system with ideologies and teams. Instead, the collapse of its party system is both the reason for and the outcome of current developments. The Republican Party, by nature, is unable to survive once it is severed from the state administration. All other parties are still proto-parties. 

			Since they are required by the parliamentary system, political parties will be set up and operate; the question is whether they will be able to form a stable political system. The same features of the public movement that helped it win—decentralization, personification, networking, absence of hierarchies—will stand in the way of state-building. A state consists of institutions, structures, and systems; replacing individuals will not lead to change. The rotation of power has given the new government public credibility; they will have to learn to use it under the pressure of time and society’s—and often their own—unrealistic expectations. A reality check over the coming months may prove instructive, with the new authorities learning about red lines and procedures.

			While the transition of power has been smooth and non-violent, it has also been protracted: almost five months on from the start of the “Velvet Revolution,” the new administration still does not have a majority in the legislature. Pashinyan and his team remain highly popular (in September 2018, the bloc backed by Pashinyan scored an 81% victory in the municipal election in the capital, Yerevan32) and have every chance of a landslide victory in a snap parliamentary election once they decide when and how to organize it.  

			With reservations, we can conclude that, at least in the post-Soviet realm, this method of power rotation may be typical for this set of givens: an unpopular regime with little domestic legitimacy, desperately clinging to power but lacking will or capacity for violent repressions; a marginalized “classical opposition;” a networked informal public protest; and a charismatic leader. As the last in the sequence of “color revolutions” in the five post-Soviet countries with some or most of these parameters, the Velvet Revolution heralds the end of the post-Soviet era and the demise of the generation of politicians who rose to power in the course of the disintegration of the USSR. The new generation of decision-makers attained their maturity in the post-Soviet period; their backgrounds are strikingly different from their predecessors’. This does not necessarily portend any changes for better or for worse, but may be the beginning of a new, post-post-Soviet era. 
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			Abstract: This article is devoted to the comparison of two Armenian protest coalitions: the 2016 coalition of Sasna Tsrer supporters and Nikol Pashinyan’s My Step coalition of 2018. The analysis shows that Pashinyan’s coalition, unlike the coalition of Sasna Tsrer supporters, was not a liberal-nationalist alliance, but rather a liberal-bureaucratic one. This difference turns out to be crucial, as the Sasna Tsrer polemic was heavily polarized by the clash between the statist and counter-statist frames of the Armenian nation, with none of the sides possessing enough symbolic or political resources to win. The generally successful outcome of Pashinyan’s protest can thus be explained by the fact that it was not so strongly framed by a counter-statist understanding of the Armenian nation.

			In recent years, Armenia has experienced a series of mass political and social protests.1 In the Million Mask March of 2013, large numbers of anti-government protesters rallied in the streets of Yerevan and clashed with police. In 2015, the Armenian capital saw mass protests that were triggered by an increase in the price of electricity. The following year, protesters took to the streets to express their support of the Sasna Tsrer armed group, which had seized a police station in Yerevan.

			Sasna Tsrer’s action was violent and, in the eyes of many observers in Armenia and abroad, was considered a mutiny or even an act of terror, in contrast to previous protests, which had been performed in a civic, non-violent, and legal way. Nevertheless, the seizure of the police regiment garnered massive support among politicians, civil activists, shapers of public opinion, and the general public. Unlike previous mass protests, it not only reflected public discontent with some of the authorities’ malpractices, but also challenged the legitimacy of the political system. In terms of political change, Sasna Tsrer’s action was probably the most effective of the protests that took place between 2013 and 2016, as it led to a political crisis that resulted in government change – in September 2016, Karen Karapetyan was appointed prime minister, while Serzh Sargsyan retained his position as president.

			Intriguingly, however, massive approval of Sasna Tsrer did not translate into significant results at the polls: the following year, the ruling Republican Party of Armenia, headed by President Serzh Sargsyan, once again won the parliamentary elections. Yet in April 2018, Sargsyan’s attempt to retain power by moving to the position of prime minister sparked a massive protest, the My Step movement, under the leadership of opposition parliamentarian Nikol Pashinyan. In contrast to previous demonstrations, the My Step protest was a success. Sargsyan resigned, and Pashinyan became the head of the government and the head of state under the new constitution, which came into force in 2018.

			Most studies of contemporary Armenian politics devoted to the mass manifestations of recent years tend to focus on the issues that served as triggers for the protests. For example, commentators discuss the April 2016 war in Nagorno-Karabakh;2 social-economic issues (such as pension privatization and tariff and transport fare hikes); the lack of democracy, justice3 and leaders’ accountability;4 environmental problems;5 deteriorating living conditions;6 dysfunctional channels for popular input into the political process;7 and other factors. This article seeks to explore the same trends and events, but from a different perspective, considering not the immediate drivers of the protests, but fundamental features of public discourse that structure the political polemic in Armenia regardless of which particular issues are on the agenda at any particular moment. 

			Our study is an attempt to explain protest dynamics in Armenia by examining discourses of Armenian nationalism. In previous studies,8 we have shown the insights that this approach can provide into the controversy regarding Sasna Tsrer and the failure of its supporters’ protest actions. In this paper, we assess how nationalism manifested itself in the revolution of April–May 2018. 

			Our task is to compare the composition of the coalition of public figures who approved of the actions of Sasna Tsrer in 2016 with the Pashinyan coalition that gained power after the 2018 revolution. Through a detailed study of these coalitions, we will try to explain the divergent outcomes of these two waves of mass mobilization. Our analysis of the coalition of Sasna Tsrer supporters is based on our earlier research on Armenian media discourse,9 while to study the 2018 coalition we analyze a set of key executive figures in the new government that was formed after the revolution. 

			Nationalism as a Discursive Formation

			In our analysis, we follow Craig Calhoun in considering nationalism to be primarily a “discursive formation.” Calhoun notes that the innumerable manifestations of nationalism can hardly be explained by a single universal cause, but are united by a specific view of the world that presupposes the very existence of nations.10 This is the same logic used by Rogers Brubaker. In his view, nationhood and ethnicity are not “things in the world,” but “perspectives on the world” (emphasis in original)11—that is, specific ways of seeing, explaining, framing, and narrating, as well as specific formal and informal systems of classification, categorization, and identification. 

			Gellner’s formula that nationalism is a “political principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent,”12 and his insights into the correlations between nationalism and industrial society, as well as Hobsbawm’s idea of nation being connected to modernity as such,13 provide the broadest theoretical and explanatory framework on the subject. The tradition of seeing nationalism as a political movement that is aimed toward nation-state building is also fruitful, especially when it comes to thorough historical analysis of state formation in place of collapsing empires.14 The discursive understanding of nations and nationalism does not contradict these traditions. However, it is the discursive approach that is used as the key instrument of our analysis, because it is this approach that provides analytical tools of varying scales: from the macrosociological level of modernity (or the nation-state phenomenon) to local interactions between political groups holding different views and ideas on the same nation. Our research is focused on the relation between nationalism and state in a given nation-state; the discursive interpretation of nationalism allows us to analyze specific political situations in which different interpretations of the nation collide and to explore nationalism as it is manifested in concrete local interactions.

			Brubaker focuses on the concept of frame when addressing “ethnic” violence and the “interpretive struggles” around it: violence and conflict become ethnic because such meaning is attached to them by participants or observers. The ethnic framing also implies an understanding of the conflict in groupist terms (i.e. considering groups as subjects of social relations). Referring to Donald Horowitz, Brubaker speaks in this context about meta-conflicts, which are conflicts over the nature of the conflict itself.15 Although no one interpreted either the seizure of the police station by Sasna Tsrer nor the events of spring 2018 as an ethnic conflict, it is crucial for our analysis that in those cases, too, there were struggles over the interpretation and framing of events.

			Brubaker also refers to the concept of frame when criticizing the typical, but in his view analytically untenable, distinction between “ethnic” and “civiс” nationalisms. In its stead, he offers his own typology of nationalist doctrines and movements, based on the distinction between “state-framed” and “counter-state” understandings of nationhood and forms of nationalism: “In the former, ‘nation’ is conceived as congruent with the state, and as institutionally and territorially framed by it. In the latter, ‘nation’ is imagined as distinct from, and often in opposition to, the territorial and institutional frame of an existing state or states.”16

			A similar idea about nationalism being simultaneously stabilizing and revolutionary was outlined by Benedict Anderson, who noted that in the nineteenth century the Euro-Mediterranean monarchies, seeking to shore up their legitimacy, sidled toward “a beckoning national identification.” But the very recognition of a king as the king of the Germans, Ottomans, or Romanians and representative of the nation gave rise to the possibility of challenging his legitimacy on behalf of that nation.17

			We expect this theoretical framework of “two-faced nationalism” to be useful in our analysis, since recent studies of Armenia note the existence of two not entirely compatible vectors of Armenian nationalism. For instance, the tension between a “constitutional space” and a “nationalist space” is one of the central arguments in David Lewis’s work about “the contested state in post-Soviet Armenia.”18 Contributors to the recent Russian research project on post-Soviet national identities also point out that “the Armenian society still faces the dilemma between the building of a stable state and the development of a nation as a traditional cultural and historical formation.” They further note that the understanding of Armenia as “the great Western Armenia,” alongside a distrust of the small “Araratian” Armenia, continues to be preserved in the diaspora.19 A similar point is made by Suren Zolyan in his work on the national identity of Armenians.20 According to him, there are signs that two different representations of the Armenian nation exist: the nation of “political self-understanding” and the nation in the “epic folklore understanding.”21 

			It is important to note here that historically, Armenian nationalism was formed through competition between those institutions that claimed to politically represent and organize the nation. In the nineteenth century, the competitors were the Apostolic Church and the revolutionary political parties of the secular intelligentsia. In the twentieth century, they were the Armenian diaspora, the Soviet Armenia project, Dashnaktsutyun, and ASALA.22 None of those national projects were able to promise what would have been a decisive argument in their favor—namely, to restore political control over the lost lands of Western Armenia. Thus, the two motifs—the restitution of the lost territories and the insufficiency of the existing nation-state, which controls only a small part of the historical homeland (“not the Motherland, but the home nook”23)—were exceptionally strong within Armenian nationalism.24

			In earlier research,25 it was demonstrated that the sharpness of the polemic over Sasna Tsrer in Armenia indicated that such discourse involved a clash of certain fundamental aspects that were important to the self-description and self-perception of the Armenian society. In that polemic, fundamentally different interpretations of the same events were produced as conflicting frames of nationhood collided. Each side of that meta-conflict attempted to establish a dominant interpretation by using disposable resources of symbolic power (that is, “power to construct reality” and establish a gnoseological order).26 In this article, we attempt to transpose this explanatory scheme to the events of the spring of 2018.

			Sasna Tsrer’s Coalition of Approval

			In July 2016, the mass demonstrations in support of Sasna Tsrer and opinion leaders’ supportive rhetoric indicated that the Armenian public was prepared to approve of radical protest actions, even if they involved hostage-taking and violence against the police. It was almost exclusively high-ranked state bureaucrats and members of the ruling parliamentary coalition who overtly condemned the Sasna Tsrer attack (see Table 1). The rest of the country’s political class either approved of (Table 2) or attempted to justify (Table 3) the actions of the armed group (see Figure 1).27 

			The core public supporters of Sasna Tsrer included the following clusters:

			
					representatives of “liberal” NGOs (Helsinki Civil Assembly, Helsinki Association, Yerevan Press Club etc.)

					representatives of the Heritage Party and other entities connected with Raffi Hovannisian (Armenian Center for National and International Studies, Barev Yerevan faction)

					members and supporters of the Founding Parliament organization28

					veterans of the Armenian political scene in the first years of independence29

					prominent representatives of the Armenian diaspora

					cultural figures

			

			Sasna Tsrer was reminiscent of earlier coalitions that had become the drivers of “color revolutions” in post-Soviet countries, as it included both the liberal cluster (liberal NGOs) and nationalist forces (the Founding Parliament and Heritage Party). As such, the coalition could be termed “liberal-nationalist.” However, it is necessary to note that its “liberal” and “nationalist” elements were not themselves internally homogeneous and were ideologically separated from each other. Among the members of the Founding Parliament were several figures who were better described as liberals than nationalists, among them the film director Tigran Khzmalyan,30 known for his sharp criticism of the Russian political regime and its influence on Armenia, while the leader of the movement, the Karabakhi Beirut-born veteran Jirair Sefilyan, was closer to the nationalist part of the coalition. For its part, the Heritage Party, although committed to a pro-Western liberal agenda, proved to have nationalist views on some issues (namely the idea of settling ethnic Armenians in former districts of the Azerbaijan SSR around Nagorno-Karabakh). The merging of liberal and nationalistic elements was catalyzed by the Western narrative, which labeled Russia as the authoritarian stronghold of the post-Soviet space and depicted it as the foreign force subduing Armenia via Serge Sargsyan’s puppet regime. In the eyes of Armenian liberals and nationalists, they had the same mission: to eliminate the authoritarian and corrupt domestic regime and to liberate the nation from dependence on the Kremlin, thus gaining a free hand to conduct their desired policy in Karabakh.

			Furthermore, this coalition was similar to the revolutionary political coalitions of the perestroika era described by Georgi Derluguian. These alliances united intellectuals and semi-urban marginals with no certain professional and social status (those Bourdieu terms the sub-proletariat).31 The intelligentsia, with its symbolic capital, and the sub-proletariat, with its readiness for physical confrontation and violence, merged in the struggle for the national cause.32 When part of the Soviet nomenklatura—with its political capital—joined that alliance, it created an explosive mixture that detonated in a series of armed conflicts just as the Soviet Union was in the midst of collapse.33

			In general, the fact that public discourse in 2016 was dominated by Sasna Tsrer supporters (Figure 1) could be explained by the extreme unpopularity of the president and the ruling party. However, that unpopularity did not prevent Serzh Sargsyan’s Republican Party from winning the parliamentary elections the following year. In other words, the mass political mobilization around Sasna Tsrer was emotionally intense but inefficient in terms of electoral politics. At the same time, the Armenian authorities utterly failed to turn public opinion against the armed group. The situation was thus characterized by “double powerlessness”—the powerlessness of both the authorities and the protesters opposing them.

			Interpretive Struggles of Armenian Nationalisms

			The discourse of the public polemic regarding Sasna Tsrer was built on two mutually exclusive frames that produced fundamentally different interpretations of the events. The minority of speakers qualified the Sasna Tsrer attack as a dangerous insurgency or a terrorist act that threatened national security. We call this interpretative template the statist frame. But most public figures reacted to the events in a very different way, representing the actions of Sasna Tsrer as a popular uprising, a heroic deed in the name of the nation, or an expression of natural indignation provoked by the actions of the authorities. This rhetoric inscribed Sasna Tsrer in the long tradition of the Armenian fedayi, the armed resistance of irregular militia. We suggest labeling this interpretation schema as the counter-statist frame.
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Figure 1. Share of Approving, Justifying, Condemning, and Neutral Statements About Sasna Tsrer in the Discourse of Armenian Media Commentators (%)

			These two frames are directly correlated with two types of nationalistic doctrines and movements proposed by Brubaker: the state-framed and the counter-state. But these two types of nationalism appeal to the same nation: the Armenian one. Armenian nationalism turns out to be both state-framed and counter-state. It becomes the field of an interpretive battle between two ways of describing the social reality. Just as two Armenian states co-exist, one the heir to the legitimacy of the Soviet republics (the Republic of Armenia) and the other undermining that legitimacy (the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic), Armenian nationalism turns out to be both state-framed, based on national statehood, and counter-state, questioning and challenging this statehood and even rebelling against it in some extreme manifestations.

			However, in the case of the Sasna Tsrer controversy, it was not only this contradiction that was important, but also the special constellation of different forms of capital34 that accompanied it. One may note that the coalition of Sasna Tsrer condemners included those who had enough economic and social capital to fear losing their current positions. That capital—in the form of official positions and economic resources—could have been converted into symbolic capital if the state-framed concept of the nation had been shared widely by Armenian society. However, it was the social capital of veteran, opposition, or diaspora statuses that were more effectively converted into symbolic capital at that time, as these footings35 were more compatible with the counter-state frame of the nation.

			The counter-statist – “fedayi” – frame holds a special place in Armenian nationalism. On the one hand, it provides the unique standpoint of a monopoly to interpret the political events in which the nation is involved. On the other hand, those who win the struggle for symbolic power by relying on this frame are usually deprived of any political or economic power.

			We have chosen the word “fedayi” to label this counter-statist frame, as well as the core of the Sasna Tsrer supporters (combatant counter-state nationalists), but we use it only metaphorically. We neither claim to link them directly with Armenian fighters who resisted the Ottoman and Russian empires a century ago nor try to juxtapose resistance to the Ottomans with resistance to the Sargasyan regime. This metaphor, however, is important as a means to illustrate the specific relationship between the political actor and violence. Contrary to an army officer, whose commitment to the nation is mediated by the whole military structure of a state, a “fedayi” acts as a direct and immediate representative of a nation. He proclaims his right and duty to use violence on behalf of a nation that does not have its own state. Sasna Tsrer acted in this way, and “fedayis” were the heroic images to which they referred and with which they identified themselves. The term does not entail their opposition to any state, including the national Armenian state, but rather stresses their claim to judge the existing state from the position of an immediate representative of the nation and the herald of the nation’s will.

			The importance of the “fedayi” frame and its ability to produce symbolic power can be explained by the special role played by the Karabakh issue in Armenian politics. As Laurence Broers has put it, it is Karabakh that emits the symbolic currency of Armenian politics, giving politicians a sort of a symbolic patriot’s certificate.36 This is an important element in the exchange between Yerevan and Stepanakert. At the same time, the case of Karabakh fits perfectly into the “fedayi” vision of the Armenian nation, thus supporting and reproducing this frame. 

			Here we may draw a parallel with certain features of the political careers of Karabakh war veterans. The popularity and authority of the commanders who achieved victories in Karabakh were exceptionally high in the first decade of Armenia’s independence. The veterans themselves were a large, cohesive, and well-organized community with a great deal of influence. Having formed an alliance with the former first secretary of the Communist Party of Armenia, Karen Demirchyan, Vazgen Sargsyan, the charismatic leader of the Karabakh veterans who personified the Soviet-era administrative elite, won the 1999 parliamentary elections. A terrorist act in the Armenian Parliament in 1999, in which both Demirchyan and Sargsyan were killed, halted their march to power. After the governmental change of May 2000, it was President Robert Kocharyan who took control over the key aspects of Armenian politics. The rise of Kocharyan, a Karabakhi but not a veteran, marked the decline of the influence of veteran leaders and organizations.37 “Fedayi” won the war, but lost their place in politics.

			The ambivalence of Armenian nationalism, with its two rival frames, put “fedayi” outside state institutions and deprived them of access to political power while simultaneously depriving these institutions of their most important symbolic source of legitimacy, which originated from the authority of the political representatives of the nation. Thus, different types of capital and power belonged to different elite groups, which—due to the split between the two Armenian nationalisms—failed to ally. This produced a social order that drove the turbulence of Armenian political life, with its frequent mass protests, while blocking any substantive political changes. State institutions lost to “fedayi” in legitimacy and in the right to politically represent the nation, thus reinforcing the idea that the existing national state was incomplete and imperfect. At the same time, the counter-statist discourse placed in doubt not only the authority of ruling groups, but also the very political institutions of the incomplete and imperfect state, including the electoral mechanisms. It was this constellation that led to the situation of “double powerlessness” in which both authorities and protesters found themselves during the clash over Sasna Tsrer.

			So how and why was April 2018 different from July 2016?

			Pashinyan’s Coalition and the Signs of Change

			The protest coalition that forced the resignation of Serzh Sargsyan and led Nikol Pashinyan to power can hardly be described using the same categories as we have deployed to analyze the debate about Sasna Tsrer. While the coalitions of approval and condemnation of Sasna Tsrer were formed in the first days of the protests and remained generally stable thereafter, Pashinyan’s coalition appeared as a narrow alliance, then rapidly grew to include more actors. The interpretative struggle was much shorter in 2018: a number of political figures jumped on the bandwagon, thus preventing the development of argumentative battles at the very moment of mass political mobilization. Moreover, many actors joined Pashinyan’s coalition not due to their political convictions but out of concern for their very survival. For example, among the Republican Party parliamentarians who voted for Nikol Pashinyan for prime minister was General Manvel Grigoryan, who was a month later accused of numerous crimes and arrested. Therefore, we have to assess Pashinyan’s coalition not through the publicly expressed political positions of the participants, but rather through the data on the personnel composition of the key executive bodies (the government and its apparatus, the National Security Service, the police, the State Control Service, and the National Security Council) following the revolution. We can trace how the rival factions of Armenian nationalism that emerged from the Sasna Tsrer crisis merged into the ruling coalition that came to power in May 2018 (see Table 4). The correspondence between the coalitions of 2016 and 2018 may not be exact, but we can nevertheless trace 2016 actors to their current situations and draw some conclusions as to the status of the two frames in current Armenian politics.

			As to points of intersection between the two coalitions, firstly, the leader of the 2018 protest movement was a key member of the approval coalition during the Sasna Tsrer crisis. He spoke in support of the armed group’s action38 and organized a series of mass protests. He also made an attempt to mediate between the authorities and Sasna Tsrer.39

			Secondly, as Pashinyan came to power, some Sasna Tsrer sympathizers who had been members of the liberal faction of the approval coalition in 2016 received positions in the executive. A prime example is the new head of the State Control Service, David Sanasaryan, who in August 2016 was arrested on charges of organizing riots in support of Sasna Tsrer.40 In 2016, Sanasaryan belonged to the Barev Yerevan (“Hello, Yerevan”) faction in the Yerevan City Council, which was formed around the Heritage party. The political alliance between Pashinyan and Sanasaryan came about due to the active participation of the latter in the My Step initiative. Notably, in news reports about Sanasaryan’s appointment, he was usually depicted as an active participant in the protests rather than as a former Heritage and Barev Yerevan affiliate.41

			Thirdly, several important figures in the new government belong to a broad and rather amorphous community of NGO activists that was also the core of Sasna Tsrer’s approval coalition. They include Ararat Mirzoyan, the new first deputy prime minister; Araik Harutyunyan, the minister of education and science; and Daniel Ioannisian, who heads the prime minister’s commission for electoral legislation reform. None of those people, however, were Sasna Tsrer supporters, which is why we can only speak about a partial intersection between the coalition of Sasna Tsrer supporters and Pashinyan’s coalition. The new prime minister was obviously recruiting people with an NGO background but did not pick the most counter-statist segment of this community.

			As for clear differences between the coalition of Sasna Tsrer supporters and Pashinyan’s coalition, one of the most significant is that representatives of the combatant counter-state “fedayi” faction of the pro-Sasna Tsrer coalition, closely associated with the Founding Parliament and the armed group itself, are absent from the new government. Moreover, Pashinyan’s rise to power was accompanied by conflict with this part of the Armenian political spectrum. On May 16, 2018, Sasna Tsrer supporters blocked one of the streets in Yerevan, demanding the release of participants in the armed group and the leader of the Founding Parliament, Jirair Sefilian. According to some observers, participants and supporters of the group are going to take part in the forthcoming parliamentary elections independently, in fact competing with Pashinyan.42

			Futhermore, the Pashinyan coalition includes several figures close to the coalition that condemned Sasna Tsrer. In particular, there are three ministers close to the oligarch Gagik Tsarukyan: Mher Grigoryan, the deputy prime minister; Hrachya Rostomanian, the minister for emergencies; and Levon Vaughradyan, the minister for sports and youth affairs. They gained their positions in the government by fulfilling the quota of the “Tsarukyan” parliamentary block. Although our analysis found that they did not personally express their opinion on Sasna Tsrer during the summer 2016 crisis, the position of their patron, Gagik Tsarukyan, and his Prosperous Armenia party on Sasna Tsrer was predominantly condemning. It is obvious, however, that for Pashinyan the alliance with Tsarukyan is not ideologically conditioned, but is based on tactical calculations and the need for parliamentary support for the new government.

			Another difference between the 2016 coalition and the 2018 coalition is that cadre bureaucracy is much more broadly represented in the new ruling group. For example, current defense minister David Tonoyan, finance minister Atom Janjuguzyan, and Sasun Khachatryan, the head of the Special Investigation Service, served as key figures in the Sargsyan-era bureaucracy. Moreover, Valery Osipyan, the new head of the police, was then a deputy chief of the Yerevan police department.43 Arthur Vanetsyan, the new head of the National Security Service, held a similar post in his department. In 2016, some of those people were affiliated with the coalition that condemned Sasna Tsrer, as their offices made statements against Sasna Tsrer.

			Even those members of Pashinyan’s coalition who do not belong to the cadre bureaucracy often represent not so much street opposition as parliamentary opposition—they are primarily representatives of the Yelk (“Way Out”) bloc.44 Thus, under the former political regime, they were involved in political interactions in the statist frame, albeit in the role of oppositionists.

			Conclusion

			In conclusion, Pashinyan’s coalition, unlike the 2016 coalition of Sasna Tsrer approval, is not a liberal-nationalist alliance, but a liberal-bureaucratic one. In this new coalition, the “fedayi” component is much less important, as the nationalist forces and the people connected with the practice of political violence are much less influential. This has made the revolutionary coalition of 2018 much less counter-state than the one that drove the political mobilization of 2016. During the protests in April and May 2018, the state did not appear as an alien force against which it was necessary to rise for the sake of the nation, nor as a worthless fragment of the Great Armenia, but as an instrument that needed to be captured in order to direct it in accordance with the people’s will. The energy of the national uprising was directed into the framework of the nation-state. If this frame proves to be a stable one in the discourse about Armenia and Armenians, then the fruitless struggle of two rival Armenian nationalisms, which was inherent in the Sasna Tsrer controversy, may be overcome.

			Table 1. Coalition Condemning Sasna Tsrer

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							TOP OFFICIALS 

						
					

					
							
							[Statement from the office]

						
							
							National Security Service of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							[Statement from the office]

						
							
							Investigative Committee of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							[Statement from the office]

						
							
							Ministry of Health of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							[Statement from the office]

						
							
							Office of the Ombudsman of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Vahram Baghdasaryan

						
							
							Head of the RPA faction

						
					

					
							
							Gevorg Kostanyan

						
							
							Prosecutor General of the Republic of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Hermine Naghdalyan

						
							
							Vice Speaker of the National Assembly of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Serzh Sargsyan

						
							
							President of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							OPPOSITION

						
					

					
							
							Stepan Demirchyan

						
							
							Chairman of the People’s Party of Armenia; member of the parliamentary faction Armenian National Congress 

						
					

					
							
							Vahe Enfiajyan

						
							
							Secretary of the parliamentary faction Prosperous Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Aram Sargsyan

						
							
							Leader of the Republic party

						
					

					
							
							Ludmila Sargsyan

						
							
							Member of the Armenian Parliament

						
					

					
							
							Levon Ter-Petrosyan

						
							
							First President of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Naira Zohrabyan

						
							
							Leader of the opposition party Prosperous Armenia; head of the parliamentary faction Prosperous Armenia

						
					

					
							
							NAGORNO-KARABAKH

						
					

					
							
							[Statement from the office]

						
							
							Artsakh Union of Veterans of the Karabakh War (Azatamartiks)

						
					

					
							
							Vitaliy Balasanyan

						
							
							Deputy of the National Assembly of the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic; hero of Artsakh

						
					

					
							
							Garnik Isagulyan

						
							
							Advisor to the Permanent Mission of Nagorno-Karabakh to the Republic of Armenia; former advisor of the Armenian president; chairman of the National Security party

						
					

					
							
							EXPERTS

						
					

					
							
							Hakob Avetikyan

						
							
							Editor-in-chief of the newspaper Azg

						
					

					
							
							Aaron Adibekyan

						
							
							Sociologist and director of the sociological center Sociometer

						
					

					
							
							Ara Ghazaryan

						
							
							International law expert

						
					

					
							
							Gagik Keryan

						
							
							Head of the Department of Political Institutions and Processes of YSU; Doctor of Political Sciences; professor

						
					

					
							
							Narek Samsonyan

						
							
							Chairman of the NGO Civil Consciousness; political analyst

						
					

				
			

			





Table 2. Coalition Approving of Sasna Tsrer

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							CIVIL RIGHTS NGO ACTIVISTS

						
					

					
							
							Haykak Arshamyan

						
							
							Program Coordinator of Yerevan Press Club

						
					

					
							
							Mikael Danielyan

						
							
							Chairman of the Helsinki Association

						
					

					
							
							Zara Hovannisian

						
							
							Journalist; participant in the “Four +” initiative

						
					

					
							
							Avetik Ishkhanyan

						
							
							Chairman of the Helsinki Committee of Armenia; member of the “Four +” initiative

						
					

					
							
							Arthur Sakunts

						
							
							Head of the Vanadzor office of the Helsinki Civil Assembly; member of the “Four +” initiative

						
					

					
							
							LIBERAL PARLIAMENTARY PARTIES

						
					

					
							
							Anahit Bakhshyan

						
							
							Member of the Heritage Party; member of the “Barev Yerevan” faction

						
					

					
							
							Artur Gasparyan

						
							
							Member of the Council of Elders of Yerevan

						
					

					
							
							Raffi Hovannisian

						
							
							Leader of the Heritage Party

						
					

					
							
							Hovsep Khurshudyan

						
							
							Member of the Heritage Party

						
					

					
							
							Vardan Malkhasyan

						
							
							Member of the Board of the ANC

						
					

					
							
							Armen Martirosyan

						
							
							Deputy Chairman of the Board of the Heritage Party

						
					

					
							
							Nikol Pashinyan

						
							
							Deputy of the National Assembly; opposition parliamentarian

						
					

					
							
							Zaruhi Postanjyan

						
							
							Member of the Heritage Party

						
					

					
							
							David Sanasaryan

						
							
							Member of the Heritage Party

						
					

					
							
							NATIONALIST LEADERS AND ORGANIZATIONS

						
					

					
							
							Garegin Chugaszyan

						
							
							Chairman of the Founding Parliament

						
					

					
							
							Razmik Evoyan

						
							
							Representative of the Founding Parliament

						
					

					
							
							Araik Khudaverdian

						
							
							Veteran; commander of the “Kornidzor” detachment

						
					

					
							
							Petros Makeyan

						
							
							Chairman of the Democratic Homeland party; veteran

						
					

					
							
							Hrachya Mirzoyan

						
							
							Member of the Public Council; member of the Founding Parliament

						
					

					
							
							Razmik Petrosyan

						
							
							Veteran

						
					

					
							
							Mushegh Saghatelyan

						
							
							Veteran

						
					

					
							
							Susan Simonyan

						
							
							Press Relations Executive of the Founding Parliament

						
					

					
							
							Alec Yenikomshian

						
							
							Member of the Founding Parliament; former member of ASALA; member of the political council of the Sasna Tsrer movement

						
					

					
							
							DIASPORA

						
					

					
							
							Arsine Khandjian

						
							
							Canadian actress of Armenian origin

						
					

					
							
							Shant Voskerchyan

						
							
							Coordinator of the Paris branch of the all-Armenian organization Armenian Renaissance

						
					

					
							
							CULTURAL FIGURES

						
					

					
							
							Robert Amirkhanyan

						
							
							Composer

						
					

					
							
							Artavazd Bayatyan

						
							
							Musician

						
					

					
							
							Ruben Hakhverdyan

						
							
							Bard

						
					

					
							
							Tamara Hovhannisyan

						
							
							Actress and director

						
					

					
							
							Tigran Khzmalyan

						
							
							Film director

						
					

					
							
							Tigran Mansuryan

						
							
							Composer

						
					

					
							
							Yeghishe Petrosyan

						
							
							Musician

						
					

					
							
							EXPERTS

						
					

					
							
							Armen Baghdasaryan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Stepan Grigoryan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Manvel Sargsyan

						
							
							Political analyst; head of the Armenian Center for National and International Studies

						
					

					
							
							Levon Shirinyan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Aghasi Yenokyan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							OTHERS

						
					

					
							
							[Statement from the office]

						
							
							Alliance party

						
					

					
							
							Yerzhanik Abgaryan

						
							
							Oppositionist

						
					

					
							
							Armen Agayan

						
							
							Member of the Board of the Ayazn Party

						
					

					
							
							Azat Arshakyan

						
							
							Member of the Supreme Council of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Albert Baghdasaryan

						
							
							Member of the Supreme Council of Armenia; member of the Karabakh Committee

						
					

					
							
							Paruyr Hayrikyan

						
							
							Leader of the National Self-Determination association

						
					

					
							
							Shagen Harutyunyan

						
							
							Civil activist; son of Shant Harutyunyan, who was detained for attempting a violent change of power

						
					

					
							
							Vardges Gaspari

						
							
							Civil activist

						
					

					
							
							Andreas Ghukasyan

						
							
							Member of the civil initiative “Get up, Armenia!”

						
					

					
							
							Gevorg Gorgisyan

						
							
							Member of the Light Armenia Party

						
					

					
							
							Hrayr Kostanyan

						
							
							Civil activist

						
					

					
							
							Armenak Kureghyan

						
							
							Father of the Kureghyan brothers

						
					

					
							
							Ashot Manucharyan

						
							
							Member of the Karabakh Committee

						
					

					
							
							Armen Mkrtchyan

						
							
							Member of the Board of the Ayazn Party

						
					

					
							
							Ani Navasardyan

						
							
							Activist

						
					

					
							
							Armen Parsadanyan

						
							
							One of the organizers of rallies

						
					

					
							
							Karen Petrosyan

						
							
							Activist; participant in rallies

						
					

					
							
							Suren Sahakyan

						
							
							Activist

						
					

					
							
							Nanor Sefilian

						
							
							Spouse of Jirair Sefilian

						
					

					
							
							Toros Sefilian

						
							
							Brother of Jirair Sefilian

						
					

				
			

			





Table 3. Coalition Justifying Sasna Tsrer 

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Larisa Alaverdyan

						
							
							First ombudsman of Armenia; executive director of the NGO Foundation Against the Violation of Law

						
					

					
							
							Aram Amatuni

						
							
							Journalist for 1in.am

						
					

					
							
							Azat Arshakyan

						
							
							Member of the Supreme Council

						
					

					
							
							Haykak Arshamyan

						
							
							Program Coordinator of the Yerevan Press Club

						
					

					
							
							Alexander Arzumanyan

						
							
							Deputy of the National Assembly; former Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Armenia; Chairman of the Council of the Armenian National Movement

						
					

					
							
							Armen Badalyan

						
							
							Political expert

						
					

					
							
							Gagik Baghdasaryan

						
							
							Head of the Barev Yerevan faction

						
					

					
							
							Nikolay Baghdasaryan

						
							
							Lawyer

						
					

					
							
							Vitaliy Balasanyan

						
							
							Hero of Karabakh; hero of the Artsakh war

						
					

					
							
							Levon Barseghyan

						
							
							Chairman of the Asparez press club; member of the Council of Elders of Gyumri

						
					

					
							
							Vardan Bostanjyan

						
							
							Economist; former deputy of the National Assembly of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Stepan Danielyan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Gagik Gambaryan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Arshak Gasparyan

						
							
							Expert in criminal justice; psychologist

						
					

					
							
							Lilit Gevorgyan

						
							
							Leading analyst on CIS and Russia issues for Jane’s Intelligence, the authoritative British think tank on defense and security issues 

						
					

					
							
							Ara Ghazaryan

						
							
							International law expert

						
					

					
							
							Andrias Ghukasyan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Vardan Harutyunyan

						
							
							Human rights activist

						
					

					
							
							Shagen Harutyunyan

						
							
							Activist

						
					

					
							
							Mikael Hayrapetyan

						
							
							Chairman of the Conservative Party

						
					

					
							
							Garnik Isagulyan

						
							
							Chairman of the National Security party

						
					

					
							
							Avetik Ishkhanyan

						
							
							Human rights activist

						
					

					
							
							Richard Kirakosyan

						
							
							Director of the Center for Regional Studies; political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Armenak Kureghyan

						
							
							Father of the Kureghyan brothers

						
					

					
							
							Gagik Makaryan

						
							
							Chairman of the Employers Union of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Petros Makeyan

						
							
							Chairman of the party Democratic Homeland

						
					

					
							
							Hovhannes Mandakuni

						
							
							Journalist for 1in.am

						
					

					
							
							Vahram Martirosyan

						
							
							Journalist

						
					

					
							
							Grant Melik-Shahnazaryan

						
							
							Political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Arman Melikyan

						
							
							Former Foreign Minister of the NKR; extraodinary and plenipotentiary ambassador

						
					

					
							
							Musa Mikaelyan

						
							
							Journalist for 1in.am

						
					

					
							
							Sasun Mikaelyan

						
							
							Member of the board of the Civil Contract party; commander of the “Sasun” detachment

						
					

					
							
							Kaitz Minasyan

						
							
							French Center for Regional Studies expert; political analyst

						
					

					
							
							Lala Mnatsakanyan

						
							
							Actress

						
					

					
							
							Ara Nedolyan

						
							
							Journalist

						
					

					
							
							Vova Vardanov

						
							
							Veteran

						
					

					
							
							Gurgen Yeghiazaryan

						
							
							Former parliamentarian; head of the National Security Service (NSS) of Armenia

						
					

					
							
							Alec Yenikomshian

						
							
							Representative of the Founding Parliament

						
					

					
							
							Naira Zohrabyan

						
							
							Head of the parliamentary group Prosperous Armenia

						
					

				
			

			





Table 4. The Government of Armenia—Pashinyan Coalition

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Name

						
							
							Current position

						
							
							Previous affiliations

						
							
							Attitude to Sasna Tsrer

						
					

					
							
							CIVIL CONTRACT PARTY

						
					

					
							
							Nikol Pashinyan

						
							
							Prime Minister

						
							
							Haykakan Zhamanak newspaper, Armenian National Congress, Civil Contract Party, Yelk bloc in the National Assembly

						
							
							Approval

						
					

					
							
							Ararat Mirzoyan

						
							
							First Deputy Prime Minister

						
							
							Armenian Genocide Museum-Institute (National Academy of Science), National Archive of Armenia, HSBS Bank Armenia, International Foundation for Electoral Systems, Regnum news agency, Initiatives for Development of Armenia Foundation, Netherlands Institute for Multiparty Democracy, Civil Contract Party, Yelk bloc in the National Assembly

						
							
							None1

						
					

					
							
							Tigran Avinyan

						
							
							Deputy Prime Minister

						
							
							Armenian Development Bank, Irrigate Company, SHTE Company, Cyber Vision software developing company, Civil Contract Party, Yelk bloc in Yerevan City Council

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Mkhitar Hayrapetyan

						
							
							Minister of Diaspora

						
							
							Young Politicians Association, Civic Education and Youth Development Center, Civil Contract Party 

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Arayik Harutyunyan

						
							
							Minister of Education and Science

						
							
							Yerevan State University, Helsinki Association for Human Rights, 1in.am, Araratnews.am, HIMA NGO, Transparency International NGO, Civil Contract party, Yelk bloc in Yerevan City Council

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Suren Papikyan

						
							
							Minister for Territorial Administration and Development

						
							
							High School No. 54 in Yerevan, Quantum College, Civil Contract Party, My Step initiative

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Eduard Aghajanyan

						
							
							Chief of Staff to the Prime Minister

						
							
							HSBC Bank Armenia, Yerevan City Council, Yelk bloc, Civil Contract Party

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							YELK BLOC

						
					

					
							
							Artak Zeynalyan

						
							
							Minister of Justice

						
							
							National Institute of Health, Mikayelyan Institute of Surgery, Ministry of Health, Republican Committee on Health, Republican Committee for the Reassessment of Medical Supplies Received by Humanitarian Means, Committee on Constitutional Justice of the Scientific and Analytical Center of the Chamber of Advocates of the Republic of Armenia, Human Rights NGO Tanik, NGO Lawyers Against Torture, NGO Rule of Law, Yerkrapah Union of Volunteers, Republic Party, Yelk bloc in the National Assembly

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Mane Tandilyan

						
							
							Minister of Labor and Social Affairs

						
							
							Garni Investment & Development, Ararat Gold Recovery Company LLC, Hovnanyan International LLC, Mentor Graphics Development Services, Synopsys Armenia CJSC, Bright Armenia Party, Yelk bloc in the National Assembly

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							CIVIL RIGHTS NGO ACTIVISTS

						
					

					
							
							Lilit Makunts

						
							
							Minister of Culture

						
							
							Russian-Armenian University, American Peace Corps

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Davit Sanasaryan

						
							
							Head of State Control Service

						
							
							Armobil LLC, Shirinyan Legal Advice Center, National Assembly, Barev Yerevan faction in the Yerevan City Council, Heritage party, My Step initiative

						
							
							Approval

						
					

					
							
							Armen Grigoryan

						
							
							Secretary of National Security Council

						
							
							Transparency International

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							CADRE BUREAUCRACY

						
					

					
							
							Davit Tonoyan

						
							
							Minister of Defense

						
							
							Ministry of Defense, Ministry of Emergency Situations

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Atom Janjughazyan

						
							
							Minister of Finance

						
							
							Armenian SSR State Planning Committee, Ministry of Economy, State Engineering University of Armenia, Armenian State University of Economics, Ministry of Finance

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Zohrab Mnatsakanyan

						
							
							Minister of Foreign Affairs

						
							
							Office of the President of the Republic of Armenia, Ministry of Foreign Affairs

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Ashot Hakobyan

						
							
							Minister of Transport, Communication, and Information Technologies

						
							
							Ministry of Internal Affairs, Police, Investigative Committee, Special Investigation Service, Ar-Be Armenian-Belarusian Trade House LLC

						
							
							Condemnation

						
					

					
							
							Artur Vanetsyan

						
							
							Director of National Security Service

						
							
							National Security Service

						
							
							Condemnation

						
					

					
							
							Valeriy Osipyan

						
							
							Chief of Republic of Armenia Police

						
							
							Ministry of Internal Affairs, Police

						
							
							Condemnation

						
					

					
							
							TECHNOCRATS

						
					

					
							
							Mher Grigoryan

						
							
							Deputy Prime Minister

						
							
							Central Bank of Armenia, Armimpexbank, HSBC Bank Armenia, Inecobank, VTB Bank Armenia, ArCa Credit Reporting, Armenia Insurance Company

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Arsen Torosyan

						
							
							Minister of Healthcare

						
							
							“Real World, Real People” NGO, Primary Healthcare Reform Program, National Center for Tuberculosis Control of Ministry of Healthcare, MIBS Medical Diagnostic Center

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							Erik Grigoryan

						
							
							Minister of Natural Protection

						
							
							Ministry of Natural Protection, OSCE, USAID, EU, World Bank, UNDP-supported programs for ecology, American University of Armenia, Government of Armenia

						
							
							None

						
					

					
							
							DASHNAKTSUTYUN

						
					

					
							
							Arthur Khachatryan

						
							
							Minister of Agriculture

						
							
							Yerevan State University, USAID, California International Trade and Investment Office in Yerevan, French University in Armenia Foundation, Vivat Consulting LLC, Ardshinbank, the Ministry of Territorial Administration and Development, Shirak Marz Administration 

						
							
							Justification

						
					

					
							
							Artsvik Minasyan

						
							
							Minister of Economic Development and Investments

						
							
							Ministry of Finance and Economy, Yerevan State University, Securities Market Inspectorate, Yerevan State Institute of Economy Securities Commission, Armenia Accountants and Auditors Association, Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, Dashnaktsutyun faction in the National Assembly, Minister of Economy, Minister of Natural Protection

						
							
							Justification

						
					

					
							
							TSARUKYAN’S QUOTA

						
					

					
							
							Mher Grigoryan

						
							
							Deputy Prime Minister

						
							
							Central Bank of Armenia, Armimpexbank, HSBC Bank Armenia, Inecobank, VTB Bank Armenia, ArCa Credit Reporting, Armenia Insurance Company

						
							
							Condemnation

						
					

					
							
							Hrachya Rostomyan

						
							
							Minister of Emergency Situations

						
							
							Ani-90 Ltd, Children’s Dental Clinic No. 5, Yerevan State Medical University, Yerevan Council of Elders, President of Armenia Basketball Federation, Secretary-General of the National Olympic Committee, Minister of Sports and Youth Affairs

						
							
							Condemnation

						
					

					
							
							Artur Grigoryan

						
							
							Minister of Energy Infrastructure and Natural Resources

						
							
							Hrazdan Region People’s Court, Justice Ministry’s Judicial Acts Enforcement Service, Control Chamber, Minister of Labor and Social Affairs, Multi Group Concern

						
							
							Condemnation

						
					

					
							
							Levon Vahradyan

						
							
							Minister of Sport and Youth Affairs

						
							
							Yerevan State Institute of Physical Culture, Yerevan Children’s Sports School Complex No. 13, National Olympic Committee of Armenia, Olympic Sport School of Boating Sports, Ministry of Sports and Youth Affairs

						
							
							Condemnation

						
					

				
			

			Note: Some of the speakers who are marked “None” may have commented on the Sasna Tsrer crisis, but were outside of the analyzed corpus of mass media messages. For the description of the corpus, see Fomin and Silaev, “Armenian Nationalism vs. Armenian State.”
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			Abstract: In April and early May 2018, a rapid mass movement, known as the “velvet revolution,” took place in Armenia, leading to the resignation of the prime minister and the election of a new “people’s candidate.” In the context of independent Armenia, which had seen a stream of falsified elections and failed mass protests, the success of this revolution was a surprise for most of the populace and remains a riddle for analysts. We attempt to show how revolution might have come about in this authoritarian former Soviet regime, looking at how it differed from earlier mass protest movements, who carried it out, and what technologies they used. Our analysis is based primarily on anthropological fieldwork conducted during the revolution: participant observation, short individual and group interviews, and monitoring media and Internet framings of the events. As the revolution was spatially dispersed, the two authors could not cover all the events and protest actions; protesters’ livestreams and digital broadcasts therefore filled the gaps.

			To understand what happened in Armenia during the five revolutionary weeks in April and early May 2018, we need to appreciate what Armenia represented by this time and against what the protests were directed. 

			The social construct destroyed by the revolution, explains macrosociologist Georgi Derluguian, “was a provincial-Komsomol restoration. They managed to construct something out of the post-Soviet planks.”1 Before independence, second president of Armenia Robert Kocharyan and third president Serzh Sargsyan, who presided over this restoration, had been Communist Party functionaries in Nagorno-Karabakh autonomous oblast, Kocharyan the Party secretary of a factory and Sargsyan a Komsomol leader. 

			This history evidently influenced the two men’s behavior as president. Robert Kocharyan used Soviet-style methods of giving orders, especially at the beginning of his presidential career, and tough methods of suppression throughout his presidency. Allegedly, it was he who was responsible for the death of ten people during protest rallies in 2008 (in July 2018, he was arrested for interrogation in relation to that crime). 

			For his part, Serzh Sargsyan seems to fit Derluguian’s definition even better. His ten-year presidency bore the hallmarks of Brezhnev-era stagnation, due not only to his communist revanchism, but also to his capitalist self-enrichment: his brother became a wealthy businessman renowned for his ability to racketeer any business in Armenia. This corruption was reflected in several jokes, which stated, for instance, that the moon became a half-moon after meeting him, night turned into midnight (“half-night” in Armenian), etc. In effect, Sargsyan was both using the elements of the Soviet bureaucratic system to which he was accustomed and acting in a non-Soviet way. To wit, his electoral campaigns and speeches were organized in a very recognizable late-Soviet manner but used various advanced falsification mechanisms.2 This combination of Soviet, pseudo-Western, and criminal components might serve as the basis for a dedicated study along the lines of Alexei Yurchak’s Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation3: the situation in Armenia was just like the late-Soviet foreverness and even more cheerless, since it was becoming more and more evident that nothing could be changed either constitutionally (elections were masterfully manipulated by those in power) or extra-constitutionally, through armed rebellions (such a failed rebellion in 2016).4 The foreverness of Serzh Sargsyan and his regime became such an indisputable reality that rumors circulated about his alleged deadly illness almost from the beginning of his rule. The new constitution, generally accepted to have been written for Sargsyan personally, turned the ruling Republican Party that he headed into an “eternally” ruling party in 2017—adding another Soviet feature, a single-party system, to the Armenian landscape. The new constitution turned the presidential republic into a parliamentary republic with a prime minister as the ruling figure. People were actively discussing the idea that Serzh Sargsyan had made these changes in order to remain in power as prime minister, since he was barred from standing for president for a third term. However, Sargsyan denied that he intended to become prime minister, leading people to suspect that he would find a compliant prime minister to rule, while he—as head of the ruling (“single”) party—pulled the strings, just like the first secretary of the Communist Party in the USSR. We contend that his mimicking of the Soviet system was neither passive nor unconscious, but a conscious effort to remain in power.

			Parallel to this “Soviet” restoration ran the restoration of a more ancient social structure resembling the medieval feudal one. A project that dated back to first president of Armenia Levon Ter-Petrossian, it had transformed the 37 regions of the Armenian SSR into 10 provinces with names and boundaries approximating the provinces of medieval Armenia, with an 11th region—the capital, Yerevan—given status equivalent to that of a province. That it was a feudal trend was apparent from the fact that Minister of Interior Vano Siradeghyan (who has been on the police “wanted” list since that time) wanted to become mayor of Yerevan once it received its new status. However, even more feudal trends became visible during the presidency of Robert Kocharyan, which could be described, following Manvel Sargsyan, as “military-feudal.”5 Although Armenia did not become a feudal republic like post-Soviet Turkmenistan, some of its regions resembled feudal principalities with feudal lords—the “feudal lord” of the Ejmidzin region general, Manvel Grigoryan (currently under arrest), is a telling example. This archaization (counter-modernization) did not compete with the Soviet restoration, as the Soviet system itself had many archaic features, including feudal ones.6 The articulation between the two “restorations” became more pronounced during the rule of the second and third presidents owing to the fact that they were both of Karabakh descent (Nagorno-Karabakh’s Soviet structure was very close to the feudal one).7                  

			It was precisely this eclectic construct, expected to last forever, that was crushed by the revolution. The term “revolution” has been used so consistently by its initiator, Nikol Pashinyan, a regular oppositionist, Parliament member, and head of the “Civil Contract”party, as well as by his fellow protesters, that it has become the typical way for journalists to describe the protest movement. The terminology has also sparked debate among experts in different branches of the social sciences, as they have repeatedly been asked by journalists whether what has taken place could be defined as a revolution. The answers differed depending on experts’ understanding of this term, ranging from simple state- and class-based conceptions to more flexible ones that considered any change to be a revolution. Thus, philosopher Markar Melkonian states that, “[w]hat has taken place in Armenia since Sargsyan’s resignation is neither a revolution nor a counter-revolution;it is just a change of administration,” since “[a] genuine revolution brings a new class to power,” which did not happen as a result of the Velvet Revolution.8 However, we contend that even elaborate class-based theories of revolution9 are inadequate to explain the events we discuss. Instead, we need a broader definition capable of framing the non-violent protest actions in Armenia. 

			In an interview on April 24, 2018, Georgi Derluguian called the processes that were taking place a revolution in the sense that they attempted to change the existing regime with the participation of the masses.10 In this, he evidently followed Jack Goldstone’s definition of a revolution as “an effort to transform the political institutions and the justifications for political authority in a society, accompanied by formal or informal mass mobilization and noninstitutionalized actions that undermine existing authorities.”11 Harutyun Marutyan likewise uses this definition to discuss both “the first Armenian revolution” (the Karabakh Movement of 1988)12 and the second, the “velvet revolution” explored here.13 

			According to its initiator, Pashinyan, the protest movement evolved from original “civil disobedience” to “revolution,” becoming the “Velvet Revolution” on April 17. Pashinyan borrowed this adjective from the 1989 revolution in Czechoslovakia, which was called “velvet” due to the bloodless end of the Communist regime in which it resulted. Interestingly, the 1989 revolution was called “velvet” a posteriori, as an evaluation of an event that had already happened, while Pashinyan added this descriptor a priori, anticipating the result of the revolution. On the one hand, it was a call to the protesters to remain peaceful; on the other hand, it was a call to the authorities and police to abstain from violence. This call, repeated numerous times, turned into a kind of a magic spell, which, together with calls of “The police are with us!” was thought, at least by the protesters, to play a psychological role in the non-violent development of the revolution. However, the comparatively non-violent response of the police was the result of the lack of violent orders from Sargsyan, so it should be said that the revolution preserved its claimed “velvet” characteristic thanks not least to Sargsyan.14 

			Journalists and political scientists have analyzed this non-violence policy at length. Some claim that it was the result of personal traits: in his short and well-composed resignation, Sargsyan wrote that there were several ways to solve the critical situation but that he was not the man to do it. There was a widespread opinion that had Kocharyan been president during the 2018 revolution, it would not have remained a velvet one. Others have analyzed Sargsyan’s non-violence in the context of Armenia’s institutionalized authoritarianism.15 Still others believe that his behavior smacks of conspiracy—that Sargsyan actually supported the velvet revolution. Yet there were other important reasons to abstain from violence. The new constitution, which was thought to be written personally for Sargsyan, entrusted too many functions to the prime minister, from minor16 to crucial ones, creating a kind of trap. Sargsyan could not begin his tenure as prime minister, which began on April 17, 2018, by shedding blood. Bloodshed had overshadowed the first days of his presidency a decade earlier; moreover, April 24 was the commemoration day of the victims of another bloody event, the genocide of Armenians in Ottoman Turkey in 1915.

			Nevertheless, the Velvet Revolution was not entirely peaceful. The police could be violent in arresting activists, and on April 16 used noise grenades against them, wounding several, although fortunately no one was killed or seriously injured. For their part, protesters broke down the door to the Public State Radio building on April 14, which was hardly a peaceful action. However, the “minor bloodshed” allowed for the legitimation of the term “velvet.” This was a precedent set by Czechoslovakia, where the velvet revolution also experienced some initial clashes with the police. The “velvetization” of the revolution is observable in the video material shared on Facebook by the end of the revolution—the violent scenes of the first days of the protests were replaced by more peaceful episodes.17 

			In demonstration of their non-violence, protesters raised their hands when approaching police cordons in order to show that they were not carrying weapons. This gesture had also been used by Pashinyan and his fellow protesters during their earlier actions, and by the rallies supporting Sasna Tsrer’s military rebellion in summer 2016. In the latter case, Pashinyan wanted to mediate between the rebels and the authorities and used his now-famous gesture (raised hands) to demonstrate that supporters of the armed rebels had no arms. However, the militant rebels did not appreciate this gesture, considering it a sign of capitulation and rightly seeing in this peaceful gesture and Pashinyan’s non-violent speeches a threat to the spirit of their armed rebellion. Rejected in 2016, Pashinyan and his favorite gesture—now imbued with additional peaceful significance—returned in 2018. On April 16, before starting the march toward the Parliament, which was blocked by a police cordon and barbed wire, Pashinyan called to the protesters to raise their empty hands, explaining, “In our hands there are no wooden sticks, in our hands there are no stones, there is no hate, there is no aggressiveness, in our hands there is only love, in our hands there is only respect, in our hands there is only… light is in our hands.”18 

			“Merzhir Serzhin” (Reject Serzh”): The Magical Spell of the Revolution

			On April 22, 2018, in Yerevan’s crowded Republic Square, a former student of one of the authors (Levon Abrahamian) asked him, “Is there a hope we will win?” and he answered that he doubted it. Yet the next day, Sargsyan resigned. Like the authors, many people were taken aback by the speed of the events and the growing scale of the rallies. How could protest marches have grown so large—and, more importantly, have been crowned with success?

			This was not the first protest movement in Armenia. In fact, protest rallies were one of the two democratic acquisitions of the Karabakh rallies of 1988.19 Nor was it the first civic protest movement.20 Some of these had likewise met with success, like minor ecological movements (Trchkan waterfall, 2011), the struggles to preserve the Mashtots public park (2012), the opposition to raising the public transportation fare (2013), and the protests against the rise in electricity tariffs (Electric Yerevan, 2015),21 although then-president Serzh Sargsyan had essentially allowed the protesters to win as his wise solution to the problem. Despite the stable authoritarian background, these protest movements helped form the radical protesters of the velvet revolution.22 We would also argue that the experience of some of these movements helped the “velvet revolution” avoid repeating their mistakes. The Karabakh Movement of 1988, however, played a negligible role,23 whereas during the first decade of independence it had served as a kind of revolutionary myth or even model for organizing rallies.24  

			Here we come to an important specificity of the “velvet revolution”: its core was comprised of young people who were born in independent Armenia and did not feel the weight of late-Soviet memories, including the heroic Karabakh Movement. More importantly, they had not inherited the feeling of fear instilled in the last Soviet generation. In addition, the young protesters were not carrying the trauma of March 1, 2008, when ten people were shot to death. It is symptomatic that after the failed meeting between Sargsyan and Pashinyan on the morning of April 22, when the newly elected prime minister said that Pashinyan had not taken the lessons of March 1 to heart and left the meeting place, a sizable number of those who had experienced the dramatic March 1—that is, people in their 30s and 40s—joined the younger protesters. That day, Pashinyan and two of his fellow protesters were arrested, which was generally accepted as Sargsyan teaching Pashinyan a lesson about March 1.

			The starting-point and only formal reason for the protests was the former president’s decision to seek a third consecutive term, now as prime minister of the Republic of Armenia. When he was elected by the Parliament, the process outlined by the new constitution, the aim of the protests transformed into demanding his resignation. 

			Sargsyan’s possible third term was a topic of public discourse before protests had even been considered. The primary emotion expressed was a feeling of hopelessness about having had the same authorities forever. Young people, the future protesters, did not participate actively in this discourse; indeed, they were surprised by the protests of which they became the core and engine. We have already mentioned the perception that Sargsyan could have installed a “tame” prime minister and enjoyed the position of head of the ruling party, which, owing to the new constitution, could become a new “foreverness.” However, Karen Karapetyan, the former prime minister, who had a Gazprom background, was not considered to be such a tame figure. Moreover, when Serzh Sargsyan resigned on April 23, people said, citing “trustworthy” sources, that Karapetyan had celebrated this event as allowing him to assume office. It is symptomatic that this version was accepted without any doubts that Karapetyan could occupy the position of prime minister on account of not having lived in Armenia for the required number of years leading up to 2018, as such a violation of the constitution had taken place with the second and allegedly the current president of Armenia. We even registered a conspirological opinion, though not a popular one, that Sargsyan agreed to run for prime minister in order to save Armenia from Moscow’s man, Karapetyan. In any case, it hardly seems likely that Pashinyan could have brought together such a mass movement had Karapetyan been the candidate for prime minister. As a matter of fact, the latter was also actively rejected, but after the second mass protest movement began. 

			Interestingly, Serzh Sargsyan’s consent to becoming a prime ministerial candidate did not seem to trigger the protests because it would be his third consecutive term (making him the eternal leader), although this was definitely understood. The general joy after his resignation and the radical language of the posters and chants demanding his resignation demonstrated that the people were decidedly against his regime. The real trigger was the fact that he lied, since he had previously promised not to become a candidate. In fact, Sargsyan had lied numerous times—it was arguably the hallmark of his rule, although it had never before been responded to with such mass protest. Even on September 3, 2013, when—after much discussion of Armenia’s Western orientation—Sargsyan suddenly and without comment reoriented the country toward the East by joining the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union, people accepted this “lying” without much fuss. Three months later, a 3,000-strong protest took place in Yerevan around Vladimir Putin’s visit to Armenia and was severely suppressed. Yet in 2018, lying was no longer something that people were prepared to accept. 

			Sargsyan’s lies were skillfully used by Pashinyan, who made them central to the protests. Sargsyan’s recorded promise not to run for prime minister was even included in a rap popular during the first stage of the rallies. In short, Sargsyan was presented as a man who does not keep his word—that is, he was rejected more on the grounds of common or even criminal law25 than civil law. Although his lying was possible within the framework of the new constitution, which also made possible many other undesirable possibilities, it would certainly not have become a trigger for the “velvet revolution” but for the rhetoric and organizational talents of Pashinyan, who made a complex issue simple and supported it with an appropriate slogan. The idea was rejecting Sargsyan, reflected in the slogan “Merzhir Serzhin!” (Reject Serzh!). The “weakness” of the movement’s ideology was criticized both by the ruling Republican Party (its speaker, Eduard Sharmazanov, was taken aback by the “absence of any ideology” in the program of the people’s candidate)26 and former opposition activists such as Soviet-era dissident Paruyr Hayrikyan (on similar grounds).27 We would argue, however, that it was precisely this initial “one-sidedness” that made the revolution a reality. Pashinyan soon demonstrated that this “single” aim was only the first in his proclaimed chain of aims for the revolution: the resignation of Serzh Sargsyan, the election of a “people’s candidate” (that is, himself), the formation of a Temporary Government, the election of a new Parliament, and constitutional change. The latter aim, remember, had not been a powerful enough goal in itself to inspire mass protest, but coming at the end of this chain of events, it looks quite achievable. This shows that Pashinyan took a domino approach: your aim is fish number N but to reach it you need to first push the first fish in the row.28 

			It is difficult to say whether this was a cleverly planned revolutionary strategy or whether it adapted to the circumstances. The public discourse during and especially after the revolution showed that part of the public was inclined to see wise advisors behind the actions. Here we do not refer to conspiracies about foreign involvement, which swirled around this revolution as they have around “color revolutions.” Despite the Velvet Revolution’s many similarities with color revolutions, including its possible developments,29 activists strenuously deny any foreign involvement.30 Some who suspected foreign influence did so on account of the effective organization of the revolution, which looked very different from typically disorganized events in Armenia. Others were suspicious of Pashinyan specifically, believing he was not smart enough to have orchestrated it. Still others extended this skepticism to the broader population, contending that Armenians are not so cute as to think up such a revolution, prompting them to look for the ringleader within Pashinyan’s inner circle or among the lesser-known “wise persons” he had allegedly enlisted. The flames of this latter conspiracy were fanned by a series of somewhat misleading interviews with Pashinyan’s fellow protesters. Only a few actively wanted to paint themselves as the “brains” behind the protests; the picture that emerges is that Pashinyan made the final decision, sometimes following the recommendations of his team and other activists. In informal conversations, activists described how happy they were when Pashinyan followed their recommendations and how anxious they were when he did not. This situation—in which there are many unseen actors—seems to be typical of post-revolution developments in general. On the theme of wise advisers, one of the authors (Levon Abrahamian) noted in his May 7 interview with Radio France Culture that he was glad that he was not an advisor to Nikol Pashinyan, since he would advise him to abstain from doing what he planned for the next step, and each time he would be wrong. In this sense, Nikol Pashinyan resembled a fairytale hero who was always making “wrong” actions that turned out to be the right ones. 

			The story of the main slogan is emblematic of the way decisions were made,31 as it combined the slogans of two civil initiatives. One initiative had previously had the slogan “We will change.” Its Armenian original, “P‘okhelu enq,” did not sound very compelling and its members considered it too positive, so they changed it to the more radical “Merzhir Serzhin” (“Reject Serzh”) during a protest action on March 24, 2018. Soon afterward, on March 31, Pashinyan and his “Civil Contract” party started their 13-day march from Gyumri to Yerevan. This initiative adopted the slogan “Qayl ara” (“Take a step”). At a mass meeting in Yerevan on April 13, the two slogans were combined into “Qayl ara, merzhir Serzhin” (“Take a step [and] reject Serzh”).32 People liked this rhyming slogan which had collective authorship and a “right etymology” focused on the first steps of the revolution and referencing its leader, Pashinyan’s, poem “I am taking my step.”33 Set to music, it became soon the hymn of the revolution; its words “Qaylum em, qaylum em, qaylum” (“I’m walking, I’m walking, I walk”) became the main mechanism of the revolution, a call to move. 

			The formula rejecting Sargsyan had another advantage: it was flexible and open to semantic transformations. If necessary, it could read “Take a step [and do what is needed to do for the moment]”—for example, “Make a honk [and] reject Serzh” or “You are against Serzh? Honk” (on April 22, a great noise was initiated by “musically” honking the main slogan, “Ta ta-ta, ta-ta ta-ta,” or just by long honks. The “rejecting” part of the slogan was also rather creative, for it was easily transformed into “Merzhir Serzhi Karenin” (“Reject Serzh’s Karen”), meaning the former prime minister, Karen Karapetyan, during the few days during which he replaced Sargsyan following the latter’s resignation. The rhyming formula “Merzhir Serzhin” also seemed to play a not insignificant role in consolidating the protesters. Actually, the aforementioned domino model would hardly have worked without it. In this sense, its effectiveness could be compared with the slogan “I like Ike,” successfully used during the U.S. presidential election campaign of Dwight (“Ike”)D. Eisenhower in the 1950s. This succinctly structured political slogan has been studied by Roman Jakobson, who used it as an example for his statement that it is impossible to separate the linguistic from the political in the present world.34 

			The Masses, Speed, and Revolutionary Technologies 

			In Goldstone’s aforementioned definition of the revolution, the “formal or informal mass mobilization and noninstitutionalized actions that undermine existing authorities” is a significant element. How many protesters should gather to ensure such mobilization? That is, what is the “critical mass” of the revolution? Pashinyan articulated his own vision on April 16, saying, “If people will gather from this point [The Square of France] to the Closed Market [a market at the beginning of the avenue running toward the Square of France], then the revolution will take place. Otherwise, I will quit politics.”35 The section indicated by him is a 1.4-km section of a 16-meter-wide avenue. Using one of the authors’ (Gayane Shagoyan’s) method of calculating the number of marchers, this would have required some 30,000 people to turn out. In the end, an estimated 150,000-200,000 people turned out to evening meetings in the Republic Square—that is, many times the suggested “critical mass.” It is no surprise that this figure far exceeded the daytime number of real participants, who were dispersed across the city during the day, as it included many middle-age and elderly people who gathered to learn the news of the day,

			How was this “critical mass” ensured? Beginning with the march from Gyumri to Yerevan from March 31 to April 12, during which the initial small group of protesters covered 195 km and made an estimated 300,000 steps,36  and protest activities which started in Yerevan on April 13, Pashinyan declared the aim of the protests: to stop Sargsyan from being installed as prime minister on April 17. To this end, he called for people to block the streets—especially Bagramyan Avenue, where the Parliament building is located—in order to impede the deputies from voting.

			Interestingly, this situation replicated the events of the beginning of the Karabakh Movement 30 years earlier. At that time, the Soviet authorities (militia) blocked the roads leading to Stepanakert, the capital of the Nagorno-Karabagh oblast, where the protesting deputies planned to vote for the severing of the oblast from the Azerbaijani SSR and its affiliation to the Armenian SSR. Now protesters were trying to block the roads and prevent authorities from reproducing the regime. Thirty years ago, the Nagorno-Karabakh deputies used mountain pathways to get to the place and vote—that day, February 20, 1988, is often considered the starting-point of the Karabakh Movement. On April 17, 2018, the deputies of the Armenian parliament likewise managed to vote. Nobody saw them enter the Parliament building through the main entrance—which the parallel rows of protesters and police were blocking—but the police also controlled the back entrance, invisible to the people, through which the deputies were able to enter and vote. A more popular version of the story has it that the deputies arrived a day early and waited for voting day.

			The events of April 16 are important for understanding the technologies successfully used by Nikol Pashinyan. This was the day that he moved his supporters toward the Parliament building while two factions were meeting to discuss joining forces to propose Sargsyan’s candidacy for prime minister the following day.37 Pashinyan announced an apparently demagogical reason for the march: as a deputy, he wanted to meet the thousands of people he was leading inside the Parliament building. Naturally, the police who met them behind the barbed wire did not allow him to realize this provocative desire. Pashinyan tried to force the barbed wire but did not succeed. It was here that he wounded his hand, adding to his revolutionary image (camouflage T-shirt, knapsack, baseball cap, and beard) a bandaged hand. We think it was here that Pashinyan hit upon the tactics that would later be so effective. After a failed attempt to breach the police cordon, he had two options: to stay at Bagramyan Avenue with the people he had brought peacefully blocking the street or to look for another solution. In 2016, Electric Yerevan had already tried the first approach and failed: Sargsyan had used his favored tactic of waiting until the rallies slowed down and then easily dispersing the last few protesters. Pashinyan therefore rejected this static option, selecting instead a dynamic and mobile one: to block (“close”) streets in different parts of the city, as he said, to paralyze the city and not allow the state machine to function. This option was actually already in use, as student activists had taken the initiative to block several streets. The choice of these streets was a matter of convenience: they were streets in the center of the city close to the university. For their part, Pashinyan’s team also paid special attention to the two bridges across the Hrazdan River, seen as junctions through which the wealth of the oligarch deputies passed.

			However, there were not enough protesters to block all the streets, leading to the mobile element of Pashinyan’s tactics: protesters would block one of the streets, and when the police unblocked it, they would move to another street and block it, then return to the first street, and so on. This took place in different parts of the city. Every morning, Pashinyan would send a message indicating the quarter where street blocking would take place, but concrete actions were improvised by activists, often residents of the quarter in question. There was even a competition between quarters and streets as to who blocked better and more creatively. Benches and trash cans were typical tools: they were easy to use to block and could easily be removed. Another, more effective tool was cars, especially after drivers of big trucks joined the street-blocking activities early in May. The blocking cars were often abandoned by their drivers, or the drivers would say that their cars were suddenly out of order. In one case, a driver called his boss and said that he could not reach his office because the street was blocked. He was not lying—it was his car that blocked the street! Such cars were towed by police, but there were always many more “protesting” cars than vehicles to tow them away. In other cases, protesters played volleyball in the street, danced national dances, held barbeques,38 or just constantly crossed the street from one side to the other at zebra crossings. 

			The most innovative element of the protest, Pashinyan stressed, was its network nature, in contrast to all previous protest actions in Armenia, which had been concentrated in the center of the city. Marches from the center that followed various routes back to the center were periodic manifestations of power, whereas the new network had no center, making it more flexible. In contrast to the former rallies, its marches were the moving power and main instrument of the movement, while the everyday evening meetings had, among other aims, the goal of demonstrating the power of the protests through their populousness, which was effectively presented by drone photographs. In sum, it could be said that while the former rallies accentuated the place, the “velvet revolution” emphasized the way. 

			As noted, previous rallies had tended to take place in the center of the city. During the Karabakh Movement, authorities several times proposed peripheral places for the meetings, but protesters always refused to leave the center, which most often was the Theater Square at the Opera building (renamed Freedom Square after independence).39 During the “velvet revolution,” by contrast, the entire city—including peripheral areas—was involved in protest actions. During the Karabakh Movement and later rallies modeled on it, two central squares, Republic Square (the former Lenin Square) and Freedom Square, entered into a battle for power. The former represented the authorities, the official power, while the latter represented the people. Thus, during the 2007 presidential campaign, Levon Ter-Petrossian, the first president of Armenia, occupied Freedom Square, while Serzh Sargsyan, then-candidate for third president, organized his meetings on Republic Square, from where his “supporters,” brought in from the regions on special buses, moved to Freedom Square to support the first president.40 During the “velvet revolution,” Nikol Pashinyan, like other organizers of protest actions before him, started in Freedom Square on April 13 but soon moved to the streets. It is interesting that when choosing the place for the evening meetings, he selected not the traditional Freedom Square, but Republic Square, again demonstrating that the “velvet revolution” was free from the influence of the Karabakh Movement.41 Though Freedom Square is located in the center of the city, it is quite isolated and protesters gathered there never hindered transport moving through nearby streets, whereas Republic Square opens onto six streets, which were de facto blocked during the rallies. That is, Nikol Pashinyan’s choice was guided by his blocking tactics. The Square of France, located close to Freedom Square, which was occupied by protesters on April 14, is likewise a crossroads, an intersection of three streets. 

			Getting out of Freedom Square was a significant step for the “velvet revolution,” a step without which the revolution would hardly have been successful. The choice of Republic Square also had a pragmatic reason: Pashinyan was anticipating a large-scale gathering and needed a more spacious place. A Facebook cartoon meme of those days showed the statue of the architect Alexander Tamanyan, who planned and built modern Yerevan, saying to himself, “I should have made this square larger,” referring to Republic Square, which did not accommodate the gathered protesters during the peak of revolution. 

			The “network protests,” key to the success of the revolution, were one of the elements the authorship of which was debated in activists’ informal discourse.42 Their decentralized and penetrating nature, embracing the whole city, was thought to be traced back to the boycotting of the city transportation fare rise in 2013 (“We pay 100 drams”): like in 2018, the protesters, also mainly young people, were dispersed across the city and were acting according to a general plan but on their own initiative. However, this was the result of the object of the protests: the marshrutka vans had their itineraries for traversing the city, and protesters were waiting for them along these itineraries in order to boycott. In 2018, meanwhile, it was the protesters who created unexpected itineraries throughout the city. In any case, the experience of those activists, especially of the residents of peripheral quarters who rarely participated in civil protests, seemed to play some role in realizing the network activities five years later—fortunately, they had not grown up too much to forget this experience. 

			IT and the Revolution

			The network principle of the “velvet revolution” also differed from the “100 drams” movement in one detail that approximates this new principle to the ones used in social networks. Although young activists five years ago organized various boycott actions in different parts of the city, this depended on a group of like-minded persons who planned approximate directions and signed up volunteers for the next day’s actions in the evenings at the general discussions in the Mashtots Park. However, in the recent revolution quite another principle was actuated: the principle of quick group forming and re-forming depending on the assigned task. This very much resembles the principles of communication in social networks. Just as each user of a social network can quickly and independently react to the actions of numerous strangers (comments, statuses, or memes), a protester could make a “post” by blocking a street or “comment” by standing with a fellow protester, even if only for a short time. It became like a social media newsfeed: if somebody reacted, an action happened; if they didn’t, protesters moved on, “scrolling down” to the next action. This principle of Facebook communication given form in the non-digital space seemed to guarantee that the dispersed struggle worked—it was literally a “network” principle. When Pashinyan and other activists defined it as a “network,” they did not accentuate the meaning of this term, but it was clear from the context that they meant at least two things: absence of hierarchy and horizontal ties, on the one hand, and dispersion and impossibility to prognosticate where the next crossroad, “post,” or protest might appear, on the other hand. 

			These IT comparisons and characteristics of the “velvet revolution” are typological, but we think they can show the structural and functional peculiarities that contributed to the revolution’s success. We will now briefly outline the actual contribution of information technologies to the revolution.43 Starting with the Tunisian revolution in 2011, uncensored social media sites began to play an important role in quickly mobilizing people for the series of revolutions that took place in the Arab world.44 Facebook is a key instrument for spreading information worldwide; no wonder it also played an important role in the “velvet revolution.” One of the uses of IT was to engage with the leaders of the protests. Every day, Pashinyan informed protesters via the Internet and received feedback from them, which was often reflected in his speeches during the evening meetings in the square. There was too much feedback to respond to all of it—at the revolution’s peak, Pashinyan said, he was receiving some 3,600 letters per hour. Nevertheless, there was a degree of responsiveness even under these conditions: Pashinyan managed to react immediately to some virtual messages. This eliminated any sense of distance between him and ordinary Facebook users/protesters, as did his regular livestreams. During the revolution, Pashinyan entered the livestream from his car every morning before going to the next demonstration. Since being elected prime minister and moving to the former President’s residence, he has continued this regular livestreaming from there. On July 15, when Pashinyan had to answer the questions of the populace, he, as an active Facebook user, wanted to do this via Facebook, but was asked to also respond on the radio for those who do not use Facebook. Symptomatically, radio channels regularly refer to or use recorded citations from his livestreams—that is, Facebook is used as a primary source. This well demonstrates that the often-declared “totally digitized” Armenian society is an exaggerated or even imagined reality, despite the growing practice of digital communication with relatives far away even in the most remote villages.

			A concrete reality was that the group of activists was very mobile in both real and virtual spaces. High speed was the most articulated characteristic of the movement. People had no time to write texts, since they were out of date within an hour. This speed also meant that the power machinery was not able to keep up. Another significant point was that in the April-May events, virtual activity ceased to replace real-world activity and even began to invite passive users into the streets. This was facilitated by the protest organizers’ commitment to non-violence, which made participation a relatively safe experience. Media (not the official ones, but a few 24-hour Internet channels)45 helped in the sense that parents could see what was happening in the streets and did not prevent even schoolchildren from joining the protests. A curious anecdote was told by a young woman from Gyumri. She witnessed how a policeman approached a teenager and told him to go home. She was indignant at this and said: “What do you want from my brother?” although she had never seen him before. The policeman was taken aback: “You are not his sister. He is my son. But as you defend him like this, you two go and do what you want.”46

			Despite some violent actions on the part of policemen and mass arrests of activists and often just passersby, young people seemed not to be afraid of being arrested.  By the end of the rallies, a student of ours was half-mockingly distressed about not having been arrested during the protests and we “consoled” him by saying that at least he was among the small group of protesters who had been wounded by a grenade on his foot and had his shoes torn to shreds. Our colleague instructed his daughter, who was participating in the street protests, not to be afraid and how to behave in the event that she was arrested. Even police stations were de-demonized to a certain degree. It turned out that these were ordinary rooms where it was possible to continue protest actions—for example, to throw the portrait of Sargsyan out the window and become a hero for the day. If you could shoot such action on your smartphone—or, better yet, livestream it—you gained instant popularity. This was not the least of protesters’ reasons for participating in the protests and doing so creatively. Many protest actions looked like, and actually were, a kind of a carnival. The carnival aspect was even more articulated in the media space than it was in the streets, because people shot and uploaded the most picturesque photos and video reels. This made the “protest space” more attractive. The festival aspect of the protest actions and of the revolution in general needs a more detailed analysis. One of the authors (Levon Abrahamian) studied the Karabakh Movement in this perspective.47 But if in that case he had to analyze and reveal the festival nature of the events, now the festive nature was quite apparent on the surface.48 The festival was even used as a tool for realizing protest actions49—for example, mocking funerals or real wedding ceremonies.      

			Moreover, the existence of the protest in two spaces—real and virtual—meant that no participant was alone, even if they stood on the street by themselves. Everyone had his or her portable Facebook auditorium, where his or her actions could be watched or commented on by anywhere from a few to a few thousand Facebook friends, irrespective of their physical whereabouts. If needed, the livestreams could also be used as evidence to defend oneself against the police.

			As we see, transfers from virtual space to the real space and vice versa were maximally facilitated. Another expression of this phenomenon was that cartoons of professional artists and calligraphic texts could easily turn into posters, while posters created by protesters were quickly replicated in the virtual space. This openness between the two spaces played a significant role in the development of the “velvet revolution.” To wit, when insisting on the open transmission of his negotiations with Sargsyan, Pashinyan practically deprived the pro-government media of its usual leverage. The two-minute-long negotiations with Sargsyan showed clearly that the authorities cannot survive in an open media space without “their” journalists and prearranged questions.	

			We have mentioned many times that this was principally a youth movement. It was mainly youth in the streets, as the protest format—based on moving quickly to block and unblock streets—put certain age limits on participation. (There were also cultural stereotypes about age-appropriate behavior.) Yet the protest as a whole embraced all ages: during the regular gatherings in Republic Square (the second-largest behind the 1988 rallies), older people could participate. From the earliest meetings, disabled people in wheelchairs, including decorated veterans of the Karabakh war, occupied privileged places in front of the tribune. Starting on April 22, the virtual presence of housewives could be heard every day at 11 p.m. through previously agreed action: from all the windows and balconies, women who could not participate in the mass meetings and marches beat their pans with ladles. The virtual presence of people at all the protest actions can be seen from the following episode. At one of the mass meetings in Republic Square, when the issue of the police’s attitude was raised, people in the square began to chant “Ashot!” (the name of an imagined policeman whom a protester addressed while standing in front of the barbed wire  and police cordon on the Bagramyan Avenue; this video was quickly disseminated on social networks). It turned out that only the speaker, Pashinyan, knew nothing about “Ashot,” having no time to follow the memes and demotivators. 

			Society hardly noticed the absence of TV reports.50 The seizure of the Public Radio in the initial stage of the revolution was a symbolic action rather than being rooted in the need to address large audiences. The symbolism was drawn from the fact that Soviet films and history textbooks accentuated the capture of telegraphs and post offices as the first actions of the Bolshevik revolution. However, considering that Pashinyan was later asked to use the radio to answer the questions of those who were not on Facebook, seizing this official information source may be less anachronistic than it seemed to many. Nevertheless, the openness of the digital space and the possibility of sharing videos via social networks meant that any TV-based censorship would have been pointless.

			Here we would like to note that although most analyses focus on Nikol Pashinyan (the present article not excepted), a fairly large group of young people actually stood behind the protest, drawn from at least three initiatives (one party and two civil initiatives). These initiatives account for some 30 active digital sources, each with tens of thousands of users, as well as Pashinyan’s own Facebook following. For Armenia, which has a population around two million (the official figure is three million), this is a defining factor. The small size of the country, combined with its social structure and specificities of its power institutions, mean that it would be difficult to export this model of revolution.51

			Epilogue

			What we have tried to outline in this article is the rapid progress of the “velvet revolution.” But the current situation seems to be just the first step. Although the executive power has been changed, the judicial system (the court) is in a somewhat indefinite situation, while the legislative power is still mostly represented by the de facto rejected, but de jure active Republican Party.52 This situation was well illustrated in the posters reflecting Pashinyan’s failed election on May 1, 2018: “55 against, 3 million in favor” (55 voting against Pashinyan in the Parliament and 3 million ordinary Armenians “voting” in favor). This balance—or rather misbalance—of forces is fraught with possible new revolutions, not necessarily “velvet” ones. Pashinyan’s declarations at the mass meeting of August 17, 2018, about his plans to form an institute of transitional justice and make changes in the constitution allowing the auto-dissolution of the Parliament were seen by many as risking dictatorship.53 The Temporary Government, starting the promised struggle against corruption, also faced a difficult problem. After a number of celebrated arrests and cases, it becomes evident that the country is literally impregnated with corruption at various levels. Until the prime minister finds a compromise solution, the National Security Service (the presently immaculate inheritor of the Soviet KGB) will continue its checkups and arrests, which carry the possible danger of developing into an institution of repression, as many revolutions have found.54 The rapid changes aragi mej (“within quick”) of the “velvet revolution” have seemed to slow down, and this pace will hopefully be picked up by the new (revolutionary) political elite.
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			Abstract: In the decades since independence, Armenian foreign policy has prioritized complementarity—as articulated by then-Minister of Foreign Affairs Vardan Oskanyan in 1998—and national interests in carrying out activities with external actors. These concepts will continue to be driving forces behind Armenian foreign policy under the new government. As such, Armenia will deepen its interactions with the EU, the United States, and regional players, albeit within the framework determined by strategic relations with Russia, the unresolved Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, and closed borders with Turkey. Despite Armenia’s best efforts to balance the interests of different regional players, it may find itself affected by changes to the regional geopolitical environment. The security threats that existed before the revolution due to the unresolved Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and historico-political relations with Turkey will persist, and it is important to develop political and economic dialogue with China, aimed primarily at integrating Armenia into “Оne Belt, Оne Road.” 

			After about twenty days of mass protests led by the leader of the parliamentary faction “Way Out” and the “Civil Contract” party, Nikol Pashinian, Serzh Sargsyan’s longtime political leadership of Armenia came to an end in April 2018. The fact that Prime Minister Sargasyan found himself compelled to resign within weeks of the start of protests raises questions about the depth and causes of such mass dissatisfaction, which brought various social groups— young activists, students, rural residents, etc.—into the streets, as well as the fragility of the system, which showed itself unable to withstand increasing instability and diminishing legitimacy. 

			Pashinyan, who had spent his entire political career in opposition—heading the leading opposition newspaper, Armenian Time, from 1999 to 2012 and working within the Impeachment movement from 2007—offered clear, simple, and predictable rhetoric. His arguments focused on the fight against the political system, embodied by Sargasyan; combating the dominance of the Republican Party; the struggle for rule of law and equal opportunities; defeating corruption and bringing down oligarchs; and supporting the development of small and medium businesses. The movement—which began in early April—was declared to be one of non-violent resistance to the current regime, with Pashinyan framing it as a “velvet revolution of love and tolerance.”1

			Domestic changes were at the top of the peaceful revolutionaries’ political agenda, and Pashinyan explicitly stated that the movement had no geopolitical component. Although the “Way Out” faction had proposed in the fall of 2017 that Armenia leave the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), Pashinyan affirmed—both during the protests and in meetings with various Russian officials—that the movement was committed to Armenia’s existing foreign policy priorities and obligations, including the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), and the EAEU. This, he said, set the movement apart from the “Maidan” demonstrations in Ukraine. 

			There are two main reasons that the movement declined to overhaul Armenia’s foreign policy. First, Pashinyan realized that anti-Russian rhetoric could scare off part of the population, preventing them from supporting the movement. Second, by declaring the importance of preserving Armenian-Russian strategic relations, he was able to prevent Moscow from becoming engaged in the protests in defense of its interests.

			Complementarity in Action

			The policy of complementarity implies that the country is building effective relations of cooperation with all those entities that are interested in mutually beneficial cooperation. This may contribute not only to national development, but also to regional peace and stability. In theory, this multi-vector foreign policy is intended to balance the interests of competing groups and avoid problems in relations with any of the major powers.2 As former president of Armenia Robert Kocharyan explained, “Complementarity is based on the concept of seeking advantages by softening the contradictions of the global and regional powers, and not by deepening the differences. We are responsible for regional stability and our actions shall help solve problems, instead of creating new ones.”3 Thus, the foreign policy pursued by Armenian elites was considered to correspond to the country’s national interests. 

			On July 12, 2018, Pashinyan, newly installed as Armenian prime minister, visited Brussels, where he attended the NATO summit. Pashinyan held a series of meetings with EU and NATO officials, met with French President Emmanuel Macron, and shook hands with U.S. President Donald Trump. Pashinyan’s visit provoked discussions among Armenian and foreign experts alike. Some analysts concluded that in visiting Brussels, Pashinyan was making the first steps toward deepening cooperation and integration with NATO and EU, which would ultimately cause problems in Armenia’s relationship with Russia. However, in his rhetoric, Pashinyan repeatedly returned to the issue of Armenia’s Eurasian integration, noting its importance to the country’s economic development.4 Russia continues to be Armenia’s main strategic partner, and Pashinyan’s first trip abroad was to Russia, where he attended the meeting of the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council in Sochi.

			Another important aspect of the country’s foreign policy is strategic relations with Georgia and Iran. These are also viewed through the prism of current regional geopolitical processes, as Armenia’s contacts with the outside world run primarily through these two countries. Iran is not only a transport hub for Armenia, but also a “regional balancer.” The role of both countries is underlined in the Government’s program, adopted by Parliament in June 2018. A month earlier, during an official visit to Georgia, Pashinyan had also stressed that developing relations with Georgia remained one of Armenia’s foreign policy priorities.5 

			Pashinyan’s administration is interested in deepening Armenian cooperation with Georgia in various fields, including trade and economy, energy, transport, agriculture, tourism, and culture.6 In this, it differs little from the last administration, presumably because both governments have been aware of the importance of maintaining a stable relationship with their northern neighbor. What perhaps set Pashinyan’s visit to Georgia apart was that it marked the first time that an Armenian leader had visited Javakhk, which is home to a sizable ethnic Armenian population (approximately 60% of inhabitants). For years, the problems of Javakhk had not been explicitly discussed by the Armenian government, despite the fact that there were substantial population outflows from the region to both Armenia and Russia. At the same time as Armenians are migrating out of the region, there have been efforts by the Turkish and Azerbaijani leaderships to expand their economic and demographic presence in Javakhk, specifically increasing its Azerbaijani Muslim population.

			It is important to note that Armenia’s trade relations are limited due to poor infrastructure and weak transport links. These realities have a debilitating effect on Armenia’s national security. By contrast, economic calculations show that opening the borders could increase gross domestic product (GDP) by as much as 30% and significantly reduce the country’s trade deficit.7 In the absence of diplomatic relations with Turkey and Azerbaijan, there is no prospect of transport links between Armenia and these countries. This means that Georgia and Iran have a particularly important role to play. A significant share of freight traffic is carried by rail to the Georgian ports, from whence it travels by rail to ports on the Black Sea.8 Other goods travel by rail or road to Russia, Ukraine, Romania, Bulgaria, etc. 

			A key challenge for Armenia is increasing the efficiency of sea routes, which can help integrate Armenia with the outside world. In the context of a worsening transport blockade, a pragmatic strategy for the use of sea routes could help secure Armenia’s trade. Of course, this strategy also requires upgrading domestic transport infrastructure and raising the level of transport cooperation with Georgia, chiefly by harmonizing tariff policy and improving the safety of the transportation process.

			Georgia’s importance to Armenia is particularly acute in the realm of energy security. In August 2008, Armenia faced an oil deficit and escalating prices when a railway bridge used to supply gasoline, diesel, and other products to Armenia was blown up during the “five days’ war.”

			With regard to Iran, the creation of a free economic zone between Iran and Armenia and then Iran and EAEU would have a significant impact on the development of Armenian-Iranian relations. The last administration understood this, as evidenced by the fact that Armenia was the first to propose such an initiative (in September 2015). According to preliminary data, the creation of the zone has the potential to double Armenian-Iranian trade. On the other hand, Iran has already been obliged to reduce customs duties on a number of goods three times since the beginning of 2018. It should be noted, however, that the agreement between Iran and the EAEU has been suspended for three years, since there are a number of legal obstacles—in particular in Iran, where the customs duty rate is below 4%. It is assumed that within three years mechanisms will be have been developed to overcome these obstacles and bring the zone in line with WTO standards.9 

			With regard to the benefits of Armenia, two points should be noted. The first is that Iran received just 4% of Armenia’s exports ($240 million) in 2016, a small proportion compared to other neighboring countries, suggesting that there is great potential for development. The second point, connected to the first, is that Armenia created a free economic zone in Meghri, in the south of the country, in 2017. This zone, designed to increase economic interactions with Iran, allows Iranian and Armenian businessmen to export goods produced in Meghri to the EAEU market and offers them tax breaks to do so.10 The 900-plus goods covered by the agreement do not, however, include energy products, which is unfortunate, as this would be beneficial for Armenia.

			Turning to the main infrastructure projects aimed at forging stable and safe communication between Armenia and Iran, some attention is due to the “North-South” international transport corridor, one of the main challenges for the new government. The current project calls for the construction of a Qazvin-Rasht-Astara (CRA) railway line through Russia, Azerbaijan, and Iran, which would have a negative impact on Armenia’s prospects for transport integration. The goal of the CRA is to connect South and South-East Asia to Europe via rail, providing an alternative route to the Suez Canal. Currently, both Azerbaijan and Iran are equally interested in the implementation of the CRA.11 Both countries seek to restore Soviet-era rail links. For its part, Russia sees value in rail links along the west coast of the Caspian Sea because the Baku-Derbent branch is considered a key corridor that might connect Russia with the South Caucasus.12 As for Armenia, if the Qazvin-Rasht-Astara project comes to fruition (as there is every economic and political reason to expect it to do), it is always possible that an alternative route considered for the “North-South” route, running through Iran and Armenia, will also be preserved.

			The Karabakh Factor

			The architecture of regional security and its unstable dynamics—with the prolonged ethnopolitical conflict and Turkey and Azerbaijan’s economic and political blockade of Armenia—form another layer of foreign policy priorities and determinants for the country. Resolving the Karabakh conflict is a priority of Armenia’s foreign and security policy. Armenia supports an entirely peaceful compromise under the following conditions: 

			
					Any final agreement on conflict resolution must be approved by the Karabakh authorities (Armenians also refer to the territory as “Artsakh”)

					The Nagorno-Karabakh Republic must become a de jure independent state, supported by international safeguards

					Karabakh must be geographically linked to Armenia

					The security of Karabakh must be guaranteed by international actors

			

			The Armenian side emphasizes that the right of the people of Karabakh to self-determination should be recognized.

			After being elected prime minister, Pashinyan visited Stepanakert in May 2018, where he met with President of the Karabakh Republic Bako Sahakyan. After these meetings, he presented his position on the Karabakh issue, indicating that the conflict should be resolved peacefully and negotiations continued within the framework of the OSCE’s Minsk Group. He added that the Karabakh Republic should become a full-fledged participant in the negotiation process and stressed his view that negotiation was impossible as long as Azerbaijan’s militant rhetoric continued. Pashinyan said that he was prepared to negotiate with Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev on behalf of Armenia, while the leadership of Karabakh should participate in negotiations on their own behalf. Thus, in contrast to the previous authorities, Armenia’s current political leadership clearly wants to include the Karabakh authorities in the negotiation process.13 This approach has previously been supported by some representatives of the Karabakh authorities. According to the minister of foreign affairs of the Karabakh Republic, Masis Mailyan, Armenia may therefore refuse to discuss with Azerbaijan and mediators key issues related to resolving the conflict, instead leaving them to the exclusive discretion of the Karabakh authorities.14 

			In the government’s program, adopted by the National Assembly in June 2018, Pashinyan emphasized the the security and status of Karabakh as a priority for Armenia.15 The program stressed that Karabakh—as the main actor in the conflict—should have a voice in the conflict resolution process; Pashinyan indicated that without this, negotiations could not be effective. This approach is not yet acceptable to Baku, while Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov has said that Moscow will respect any decision made by Yerevan and Baku on Karabakh’s participation in the negotiations.16

			The Karabakh conflict should also be considered within the framework of Eurasian integration. From 2008 to 2013, Yerevan was actively negotiating an Association Agreement with the European Union. Armenia also explored, and subsequently acceded to, the Eurasian Economic Union. In both discussions, the status of Nagorno-Karabakh in the event of Armenia’s accession to one organization or the other was a pressing issue. Armenia’s current membership in the EAEU opens up additional opportunities for Karabakh, as it allows the latter to trade, making it attract ive to investors. It should be noted that between 2015 and 2017, Armenian exports to Russia, mainly consisting of agricultural and food products, grew by 87%. The trade turnover between the two countries increased by more than 10%,17 due in large part to trade from Karabakh. As T. Manaseryan, an Armenian economist, writes, in the process of Eurasian integration, “... the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh, which is de facto part of Armenia, is important, and with the latter’s entry into the union it will actually come to a new, huge market. It would be desirable for Nagorno-Karabakh to join the EAEU as an independent entity, which will also have a positive impact on the resolution of the conflict with Azerbaijan, especially if the latter is also joining the aforementioned form of economic integration.”18

			However, Nagorno-Karabakh continues to face foreign trade issues. If during the Soviet era transport infrastructure was purposefully destroyed by the Azerbaijan SSR, today its issues are connected primarily to its status as an unrecognized state. On account of this status, Karabakh carries out its foreign trade through registered legal entities in Armenia and enters the international market, including the EAEU countries, under the label “Made in Armenia” (goods include carpets, leather shoes, brandy, fruits, and vegetables). At the same time, Armenia’s membership in the EAEU opens up economic opportunities for Karabakh. Moreover, Armenia’s presence in the economic zone creates the basic conditions for Karabakh’s economic activity, which has been demonstrating high growth rates since 2008.

			When considering the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, it is important to take its “Nakhichevan vector” into account. According to the noted American analyst Paul Goble, Nakhichevan has once again become an arena of widespread and dangerous geopolitical conflict.19 Turkey is currently developing its military presence there, and we may conclude that Ankara will be able to use this territory to connect with the railway to Iran. It is also possible that Azerbaijan and Turkey will join forces to challenge Armenia’s control over its southern Syunik region (Zangezur), which directly separates Nakhichevan from Azerbaijan and acts as the only “land bridge” to Iran. However, to do this, Ankara and Baku would have to violate the Kars Treaty (1921), under which Nakhichevan was passed to Azerbaijan only as a protectorate.20 

			In any event, in pursuit of its military aims, Ankara is going to build a railway connecting Turkey with the Nakhichevan Autonomous Republic. The design of the railway line Kars-Igdir-Aralyr-Diludzhu will begin in late 2018 or early 2019. The new transport project involves the construction of a 224-km (139-mile) railway that will be built to accommodate high-speed trains with a top speed of up to 160 km/hour (99 miles/hour). The new railway line will be connected to the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK) railway, with further access to the Kapykule-Kars line that traverses Turkey from east to west and crosses into Europe.21

			Balancing between Russia and the EU

			Continuing cooperation with both Russia and the EU is one of Armenia’s main foreign policy priorities. This cooperation is considered not mutually exclusive, but rather synergistic for the development of Armenia. 

			In the context of the desire to balance between East and West, Russia looms large for Armenia. Cooperation with Russia is considered to be strategic, both bilaterally and within multilateral frameworks such as the CIS, CSTO, and EAEU. Certainly, the military and defensive aspect of this alliance, as well as Russia’s role in the Karabakh negotiations, will remain an important part of bilateral relations. Moreover, the presence of a large Armenian community in Russia is an important factor, especially since the current government emphasizes the role of the diaspora and its possible impact on the flow of investments into the Armenian economy. No less important is the fact that Russia is one of Armenia’s leading economic partners, as well as a major investor in its economy. These investments go to a wide range of industries, including energy and energy infrastructure, where Armenia is deeply dependent on Russia. In addition to natural gas, Armenia depends on Russia supplying nuclear fuel to the Metsamor plant. Russia has also provided a loan of $270 million and $30 million in grants to modernize the power plant. Meanwhile, gas imports and distribution are monopolized by Gazprom-Armenia, which has been owned by Russia since 2014. 

			Summing up his first 100 days in office, Pashinyan stated that there were no political obstacles to the further development of Armenian-Russian relations and that their existing potential should be realized. Soon afterwards, Pashinyan held two meetings with Russian President Vladimir Putin and claimed that the results were positive.22

			Crucial to Armenian-Russian relations is the strong military cooperation based on bilateral and multilateral agreements (specifically the CSTO). In 2010, Armenia extended for 49 years the Russian military’s lease on a base that they have had in Armenia since 1995. As a member of the CSTO, Armenia also cooperates in the field of military industry and is able to acquire arms from Russia at low prices, which is one of the main elements contributing to Armenia’s national security. To this point, cooperation with Russia and the CSTO continues to be a strategic priority for Armenia, as indicated in the government’s program. Pashinyan also stated in an interview that Armenia would not turn away from its bilateral relations with Russia, instead ushering them into a new stage that can be described as “more positive, more constructive, more productive, more direct.”23 

			Considering Russia an important ally, Armenia will continue to work closely with other members of the Eurasian Union and the CSTO, both bilaterally and multilaterally, on such issues as Russia and Belarus selling arms to Azerbaijan and SCTO members’ unconsolidated position on—or lack of response to—escalation on the Armenian-Azerbaijani border.

			However, a number of events have come to strain these bilateral ties. The most acute problem has been the arrest of CSTO Secretary General Yuri Khachaturov on July 26, 2018, on charges of attempting to overthrow the Armenian constitutional order during the 2008 election fraud protests. In the face of strong displeasure from Moscow, however, Khachaturov was released on bail and returned to Moscow on August 4 to resume his duties. Subsequently, Armenia continued to press for new CSTO leadership.    

			Misunderstandings between Moscow and Yerevan following the arrest of Khachaturov created problems in military cooperation between Russia and Armenia. The “big question” was the implementation of the second package of contracts, under which Yerevan was to receive a loan of $100 million. In the framework of the first package of contracts, Moscow had allocated $200 million to Yerevan in 2016. The second contract offered the supply of small arms, engineering communications, and transport.24 

			Armenia’s dependence on Russian energy raises the issue of the safety of transport routes through the North-South gas pipeline in Georgia. When it is non-operational, as it was in August 2008, problems ensue. Moreover, the potential purchase of the Georgian section of the pipeline by Azerbaijan or Turkey would present a real threat to Armenia’s security. In 2010, the Georgian government announced the possibility of trading shares in this section of the pipeline on the London Stock Exchange, the same year as the pipeline was excluded from the list of strategically important facilities in Georgia. This process has been frozen due to the unfavorable situation in the financial markets, but in 2016, the Georgian authorities reiterated the need to put shares representing 25% of the pipeline (as well as Georgia’s railways) on the international market. It is obvious that this model obliges Armenia to diversify its natural gas imports.25 

			Energy is a crucial area in Armenia’s efforts to balance between Russia and the EU. The Metsamor nuclear power plant became a critical issue in the expanded partnership agreement between Armenia and the EU, as evidenced by the fact that Euratom became a signatory of the agreement alongside Armenia and the EU. In accordance with the second chapter of the agreement, “Energy Cooperation, Including Nuclear Safety,” the signatories should cooperate on energy issues based on the principles of partnership, mutual benefit, transparency, and predictability. In particular, cooperation should include “the closure and safe decommissioning of the Metsamor NPP and the early adoption of a road map or plan of action, taking into account the need to replace it with new capacity to provide energy security and sustainable development of the Republic of Armenia.”26 Although this provision was presented as sensational in the media, it echoes the position the EU took on the future of Armenian nuclear energy in the early 2000s.

			An important aspect of the Armenian “nuclear epic” is the geopolitical competition between the EU and Russia, which managed the Armenian nuclear power plant in 2003-2013 and is today considered a potential investor in a new plant. The signing of the agreement with the EU does not mean that Armenia would be compelled to reject Russian investment in its nuclear power. However, since 2010 Moscow has been almost silent on developing nuclear power in Armenia, possibly for two reasons. The first is the collapse in the price of hydrocarbons in 2014, which led to the contraction of a number of Russian energy projects carried out outside Russia (for example, the construction of hydropower plants in Kyrgyzstan). The second is Moscow’s active participation in the construction of the Turkish nuclear power station “Akkuyu,” worth more than $22 billion, which is considered a priority direction of Russia’s external energy strategy. In general, nuclear power is a sphere in which the clash between Russia and the EU will be of a long-term nature. Today, the EU attacks the “Akkuyu” plant, as well as the Hungarian “Paks” and Bulgarian “Belen” nuclear power plants and many other projects implemented with Moscow’s participation. An Armenian plant is unlikely to be any exception.

			Armenia’s dependence on Russia in strategic areas sometimes seems to impede its efforts to work with other actors. Nevertheless, Yerevan continues to seek deeper relationships with the US and the EU, considering relationships with EU institutions, in particular, to be a priority direction of its foreign policy. Cooperation is sought in at least three main areas. The first is the promotion of democracy, civil society, the rule of law, good governance, and human rights and fundamental freedoms. The second is economic, with a specific focus on expanding trade with EU countries. (It is worth noting that the EU is already one of the largest investors in the Armenian economy.) Finally, Armenia supports the EU in its regional initiatives aimed at creating an atmosphere of stability and cooperation in the South Caucasus. A statement issued after the first meeting of the European Union-Armenia Partnership Council under the Comprehensive and Expanded Partnership Agreement between the EU and Armenia (CEPA) on June 21, 2018, confirmed the parties’ willingness to expand and deepen cooperation within the new legal framework, the Eastern Partnership, and the European Neighborhood Policy. Evidently, therefore, Armenia continues to consider cooperation and dialogue with the EU and participation in the Eastern Partnership as important.

			It is noteworthy that in the briefing that followed his trip to Brussels, Pashinyan noted that, “The European Union is satisfied by congratulations and compliments. It is nice to hear it all, however I think they realized that we are not in a state to melt from the compliments.” According to him,

			Armenia is no longer an applicant or a petitioner. We know what we have to do, in fact, our partners must understand and articulate their actions. After our revolution, we heard welcome statements from the European Union, but there are still no tangible changes in politics. The EU policy is the same as four months, three months ago. We fix it and are sure that either they should reduce the inspired tone of these statements or should significantly change the policy. We expect more concrete and extensive assistance. A statement was recently made that the European Union intends to allocate Armenia 160 million euro. This is the volume that was foreseen in one way or another. I told our partners that this figure is the same, nothing actually changes.27 

			In turn, Ambassador Piotr Switalski, the head of the EU delegation to Armenia, stated that to strengthen relations between the EU and Armenia, the new government of Armenia should have clear ideas and make concrete proposals. The ambassador stressed that the legal and political basis of relations between the EU and Armenia is the partnership agreement and the document “Priorities of Partnership,” which were agreed before the April events. “We are very open. If the Armenian side believes that these documents should be strengthened and get a new quality, then we need clear ideas about what the government of Armenia wants to change in our policy,” Svitalskij said.28

			It also should be pointed out that on July 11, 2018, during the NATO summit taking place in Brussels, EU High Representative Federica Mogherini met with Pashinyan. In the meeting, they discussed the new Armenian government’s clear commitment to reform and the actions already taken to this end. Mogherini confirmed that the EU stands ready to provide concrete support for reforms, including through technical and financial assistance, and highlighted the fight against corruption and judicial reform as areas of particular importance.29

			The Chinese Vector

			Another priority of Armenia’s foreign policy continues to be the development of a comprehensive dialogue with China, which is strengthening its soft power toward the countries of the South Caucasus. This soft power is reflected in a number of cultural, educational, economic, and infrastructural projects aimed at ensuring the geopolitical and geoeconomic interests of Beijing, which aspires to the status of world superpower.  

			Diplomatic relations between Armenia and China were established in 1992. The Chinese Embassy was established in Yerevan that year, while the Armenian Embassy in China was established in 1996. Presidents Levon Ter-Petrosyan and Robert Kocharyan made official visits to China in 1996 and 2004, respectively. President Sargsyan visited Beijing in 2010 within the framework of the “Shanghai Expo 2010.” For his part, as a candidate for the post of prime minister, Pashinyan emphasized the need to develop relations with China, a point he reiterated at the opening of the first Chinese school in Yerevan in August 2018. 

			According to Liu Bin, the head of China’s Department of Foreign Affairs for European and Asian Affairs, relations with Armenia are a Chinese foreign policy priority.30 This statement is not simply diplomatic rhetoric, but a political reality. In March 2015, the two countries signed a joint declaration on the further development and deepening of cooperation in different sectors. In 2017, Beijing laid the foundation for a new embassy in Yerevan, which will be its second largest in Eurasia behind the Chinese embassy in Russia. The size of the Chinese embassy is directly proportional to Beijing’s interests in the region: China’s Ambassador to Armenia, Tian Jerlun, stated at the ceremonial opening of the embassy that China intends to expand its presence in Armenia.31 

			The Armenian-Chinese relationship has already had an important impact on Armenia. The Chinese government has opened the aforementioned Chinese school, as well as donating public buses and ambulances to Armenia. In addition, China has been updating Armenia’s public TV, a process that is almost completed, and will provide technological support to Armenia as it transitions to HD digital broadcasting.32

			In the sphere of economic cooperation, China has been one of Armenia’s top three trading partners since 2009. The main products and goods that Armenia has imported from China are mobile and fixed communication equipment, computers, steel, leather, furs, and furniture, while it has exported copper and copper concentrates, alcoholic products, and diamond products to China. China also has substantial investments in Armenia’s raw materials sectors. However, Georgia is more attractive as a trade partner for China, with the result that China is building its largest trade center in the region in Tbilisi.33

			At the same time, Armenia is interested in active dialogue between the EAEU and the Chinese “One Belt, One Road” initiative. As a member of the Eurasian Economic Union, Armenia is willing to become a bridge for the development of economic and trade relations between the two entities. Today, 60% of the world’s population lives in countries along the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB), and these countries produce 30% of global GDP, 34 so engaging with this project has the potential to be significant for Armenia’s economic development.

			Under SREB, any country can come up with a business plan and receive funds (loans or investments) to implement it. Thus, Armenia can present investment projects for the construction of the North-South motorway and the Armenia-Iran railway, as well as projects in the renewable energy sectors. Indeed, Chinese enterprises expressed interest in investing in the Iran-Armenia railway in 2015, although this has not come to fruition.

			Today, the main goal of the Pashinyan government in the sphere of Armenian-Chinese relations is to initiate attractive economic, political, and humanitarian projects in order to deepen the dialogue between the two states. The participation of Chinese business in the reconstruction of Armenian chemical factories and production capacities inherited from the Soviet Union should be considered a priority. To develop this cooperation, it is also necessary to make it easier to get a visa to Hong Kong; this currently requires a special visa rather than the usual Chinese visa.35

			There are also some prospects for military cooperation. In 2017, an agreement was signed between the states according to which China will provide Armenia with $1.5 million in military assistance,36 and this is hardly the limit of military cooperation between Yerevan and Beijing. However, it should also be pointed out that China is developing military cooperation with Azerbaijan. In April 2018, a document on the provision of military assistance was signed between Azerbaijan’s Ministry of Defense and China’s Ministry of National Defense. Thus, Beijing seeks to maintain a balanced position, and periodically advocates for the peaceful resolution of the Karabakh conflict through negotiations within the framework of the OSCE Minsk Group.37 

			Conclusion

			Armenia’s foreign policy is highly determined by the regional geopolitical environment and the constant security threats it faces. These security threats will not go away under the new government. 

			Armenia’s deep and complex relations with Russia in various strategic areas limit Yerevan’s room for maneuver to some degree. Nevertheless, Armenia is working to balance the interests of different regional players by focusing on the areas in which they have common interests. It is particularly important to develop political and economic dialogue with China that will, first and foremost, integrate Armenia into the “One Belt, One Road” economic initiative. This will enable Armenia to attract funds for the development of its strategic infrastructure, as well as to integrate into international geoeconomic processes.

			At present, the new Armenian government’s foreign policy priorities are largely consistent with those of previous governments. That being said, domestic policy has changed, with important repercussions in the foreign policy sphere, as evidenced by Moscow’s reaction to the arrest of the CSTO Secretary General, which increased tensions in the Russia-Armenia relationship.

			Meanwhile, regional problems remain, and their solution will continue to pose difficulties for all sides. Changes in regional policies and security threats may directly affect Armenia, a problem that it will face regardless of the nature of the domestic government.
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