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INTRODUCTION 
There is a strange fascination with the word Karabakh, a place which deserved only one mention in the "New York Times" during the last fifty years. Recent events in Mountainous Karabakh and Soviet Armenia sent reporters into a difficult search for hard to find photos, films and videotapes. Most experts had to refer to maps to identify that exotic sounding name. 

The fascination may be explained by the multiple dimensions of the story, and the symbolic and real significance these events have for countries and peoples in the region, and in the West. 

The dimensions are, in fact, fascinating. Armenians in Mountainous Karabakh, a small enclave in the southern corner of the Soviet Union, take the word of the country's new leader seriously, and petition for redress of grievances. A people, with little experience with democratic institutions as understood in the West, turn the mechanisms of Soviet structures into forums for debate and articulation of long standing claims. Then, they back their demands with peaceful demonstrations. Glasnost, they argue, gives them the right to air grievances and petition their government; perestroika gives them the right to expect a radical change in their legal status sanctioned by Stalin. Isn't, after all, Mikhail Gorbachev himself challenging Stalin's assumptions and system? 

This logic, disarming in its simplicity, elicits the support of Armenians in Soviet Armenia nearby. Now the smallest of the republics of the U.S.S.R. witnesses one third of its citizens, close to a million of them, take to the streets for a week, in support of the demands of Karabakh Armenians. They, in turn, are joined by Armenians in other parts of the Soviet Union, such as Moscow, and in the Diaspora (North and South Americas, Western Europe, the Near East), where demonstrations and petitions increase pressure on Soviet diplomats. 

More than numbers 

The question of the Autonomous Region of Mountainous Karabakh is a relatively simple one for its 80% Armenian inhabitants. Karabakh, the historic Artsakh province, has been part of the Armenian patrimony for over a millennium. 

It is central to Armenian cultural and historical identity and statehood. Since the region was annexed to Azerbaijan between 1920 and 1923, the Azerbaijani government has developed a policy of economic and social discrimination and political repression, making life intolerable for its citizens in a variety of ways. 

Armenians also fear that the purpose of these policies is to force them to migrate and thus dilute one of the few remaining districts of historic Armenia still inhabited by a majority Armenian population. Such a development constitutes, for Armenians, part of a cycle which started with Ottoman Turkish policies of repression a century ago in Western Armenia, now Eastern Turkey, and included the turkification of Nakhichevan, with collusion between Turkish nationalists in Turkey and Azerbaijan.                      The current problems plaguing the region are traced to the transfer of Mountainous Karabakh to Azerbaijan at a time of cooperation between Soviet Russia and the Nationalist Turkish leadership. 

For Azerbaijan, the fact that the majority of the Mountainous Karabakh population is Armenian is incidental and secondary to other facts: Karabakh is theirs now and it has been part of the development of Azerbaijani national consciousness, largely a post-sovietization phenomenon. Azerbaijani nationalists consider Karabakh part of their homeland whence have come many of the country's intellectuals and political leaders. Finally, any change in the status of the territory would be considered at the present time an unacceptable blow to Azerbaijani national pride. Thus, it seems unlikely that the government of Azerbaijan would accede on its own to Armenian demands to return Mountainous Karabakh to Armenia. The Soviet Constitution does require, though, that any changes of boundaries between two soviet republics be with the consent of both. 

While awaiting the final response to the Armenian request promised by Gorbachev for the end of March 1988, it is worth exploring as to why the original fascination, even sympathy for the Armenian demonstrators, weakened gradually to an extent that demonstrations were seen to threaten Gorbachev's position. 

How can glasnost threaten glasnost? 

How did it happen that those who gave body to the doctrine of glasnost and perestroika, were charged by experts and the media with threatening the same glasnost and perestroika? How could the peaceful exercise of a doctrine be defined as a danger to that doctrine? How could the experts and the media insist that Armenians are threatening Gorbachev's reforms, when reform is what Armenians want? 

It is possible that the media and the experts do not believe that there are serious problems in Mountainous Karabakh that fuel Armenian nationalism in Karabakh. It may also be that, upon further reflection, they do not believe that it was a mistake for British, Soviet Russian and Turkish leaders between 1918 and 1923 to award Mountainous Karabakh to Azerbaijan. These, however, are unlikely hypotheses. The media has failed to present arguments to that effect or produce any tract of research. 

The demonstrators in Yerevan whose banner stated "Perestroika is not extremism" seem to have been aware of the danger of being defined within contexts irrelevant to the real problems. 

While it would be naive and wrong to expect that an act will be defined in history solely in terms intended by the actor, imposing one's own fears, prejudices and expectations hardly constitutes an alternative methodology. The documents and facts introduced in this volume on the basis of an extensive search indicate that such an alternative must be rejected on scientific as well as humanitarian grounds. Just as we do not have the right as historians to disregard overwhelming documentary evidence that negate our views, we also do not have the right to condemn others to perpetual waves of conflict just because we do not possess the moral courage or political will to favor corrective measures. In the absence of such a will, distorting the significance of the facts, if not facts themselves, appears an acceptable method of harmonizing conflicting values. 
"Why don't they assimilate?" 

The history of soviet nationalities policy, statements of General Secretary Gorbachev and his advisors, and the 1977 soviet constitution indicate that the question of nationalities is posed differently in the Soviet Union than the "ethnic" dimension is in American politics. Soviet nationalities policy encompasses everything from the function assigned to ethnic/cultural identification within ideology, to the development of a quasi nation-state structure within the larger soviet system. 

The question posed to me recently by an experienced reporter, "Why do ethnic groups within the Soviet Union insist on preserving their national identity instead of assimilating like we do in America?" is more of a commentary on the reporter than on the Soviet Union or on the role of nationalities in Soviet politics. 

However bent on seeing a new soviet identity emerge, soviet leaders and the state ideology they embody have come to reflect the realization that ethnic/cultural/linguistic categories are and can be invested with great dynamism, that these could become vehicles for substantial change in history, i.e., the national dimension can be part of the solution and not just the problem. Nationalism can be used, and has been used, of course, to keep conflicts alive and to justify the continuation of an empire, or to create one. Nationalism has also appeared in history in a more positive light. The patriotism promoted by Stalin during the Second World War is only the most obvious example. One can also think of the history of national liberation movements to know nationalism has assumed such functions outside Soviet ideology too. 

Is it possible to imagine, then, a role for the ethnic factor in the perception of glasnost and perestroika? Is it possible to imagine a function for a reinvigorated, more imaginative nationalities policy? Could it be, that Gorbachev is contemplating such a strategy to promote an open society? This would explain his apparent calm and restraint in dealing with the demonstrations in Yerevan. Considering, further, the opposition he is facing and the weight of the bureaucracy functioning against his reforms, public support expressed through massive demonstrations may be one of the few real weapons he has against the reactionaries in his government. It is not surprising, for example, that such monumental demonstrations became possible in Yerevan, where Karen Demirjian, the First Secretary of the Communist Party of Armenia, is despised by the Gorbachevian intelligentsia intent on fighting corruption and pollution and is considered as one of the few anti-Gorbachev local leaders left in power. 

According to eyewitness accounts, the only power that was threatened during the week long demonstrations was the government of Demirjian, which had become irrelevant. Mass demonstrations with grass roots organization, without a single incident, without police or army intervention, could only benefit glasnost. 

Who is causing problems for Gorbachev? 

What then is a problem for Gorbachev? The answer that emerges here should have been, again, the reaction in Azerbaijan. A million peaceful and disciplined demonstrators carrying Gorbachev pictures and banners saying "A no confidence vote for the government of Armenia" could not have threatened Gorbachev. Massacres of demonstrators or of their compatriots could. Someday it may be possible to determine whether there are any links between the government of Azerbaijan, which must have at the least tolerated the pogroms against Armenians, and the reactionary wing in the Kremlin. One must also wonder about the impact of Gorbachev's sacking from the Politburo two years ago of Heydar Aliev of Azerbaijan, a man identified closely with the policies of Brezhnev and Andropov. 

A question which can be and has been raised is, "Why would Gorbachev encourage or tolerate the rise of such issues at this time? Didn't he expect trouble?" One answer is that even Gorbachev, perhaps particularly Gorbachev, cannot micromanage a country of 100 nationalities and ethnic groups. A more comprehensive answer can be found, though, in a corollary to the alternative interpretation presented above. Gorbachev may not have had much choice but to raise the issue before it exploded; just as he could see no choice but to take his chances with economic and political reforms before the state organization collapsed. 

The need for solutions to the various nationalities problems for which Stalin is only partially responsible seems to be as imminent a task as the more commonly understood need for radical changes in the economic and political fields. While it has not as yet found a coherent and acceptable form of articulation, the demographic dimension of ethnic politics, the increase in the proportion of Muslim soviet citizens, the fear of fundamentalism, and the Iranian and Turkish options in regional strategy are certainly important issues affecting Gorbachev's agenda. In that context, the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict is exacerbated by the religious and ethnic differences between the two groups. But these factors are also complex and cannot support a simplistic explanation of events. 

It is also clear that, if the above argument has any validity, the response to the demonstrations in Azerbaijan-denials of responsibility for the state of affairs, denials of facts, and massacres-has as much political significance as the demonstrations themselves. Their clear impact is the institution of an atmosphere of terror which is not conducive to further democratic "experimentation." In consequence, such a reaction eventually leads us to condemn the peaceful demonstrators, those seeking change and reform, for having dared to define and articulate their own problems. This logic leads us to tell those seeking change that to preserve the right to freedom of speech they must not exercise it; to have the right of redress of grievances, they should not express or strive for them. 

State terror as antidote to reform 

Our business as usual interpretation ensures that a regional government such as Azerbaijan, assumed powerless in Moscow, can paralyze the reform program under way in the U.S.S.R. This "logic" can be extended to other areas of reform in the Soviet Union. State terror and massacres as antidotes to reform movements have worked in the Philippines, in Central American countries, and elsewhere. Could that happen in the Soviet Union? Is that what we want to see happen in the Soviet Union? 

One hopes not. And yet, how else could one explain the total absence of moral outrage and indignation in official circles at the confirmed news of the Sumgait and other massacres of hundred of civilians, including pregnant women and babies? The widespread willingness in the media and among experts to blame Islam and particularly the Shiite branch is, to begin with, an insult to the faith of millions of peoples. 

It is also an insult to one's intelligence, and memory. Armenians and Muslims have lived in that and in other parts of the world in peace and mutual respect, without "hatred" or "clashes. " There have been, on the other hand, serious problems with particular regimes bent upon neutralizing reformist movements among Armenians. Whether one refers to the 1894-1896 massacres of over 200,000 Armenians in the Ottoman Empire following the rise of a liberation movement, to the Genocide of the Armenians beginning in 1915 in the hands of the proto-fascist Young Turks, or to the massacres of 1905-1907 (during the First Russian Revolution) and again in 1917-1920 (The October Revolution) in the Transcaucasus in the hands of Azeri Turks, the problems have been political in nature. The purpose of such massacres have been to destroy the penchant for reform which all self-respecting but repressed groups--whether nations, religious sects or classes--eventually develop. 

More often than not, wholesale murders are extensions of the power which states exercise to make adjustments in the political agenda of their subjects; and presenting such conflicts as "religious hatred" is naive, at best. 

Carrying the burden of big power contradictions 

History has repeated itself in still another respect during the last month, and experts and reporters may yet find meaning in history. It does appear that the absence of moral outrage at Sumgait is not independent of the interpretation imposed on the events. Had the sequence of events we witnessed in the Caucasus occurred in a different setting, events at Sumgait could have led us to think that perhaps the residents of Mountainous Karabakh have good reason--reasons beyond abstract nationalism and territorial indentification--to wish to change their political status. In fact, no government "expert" or major reporter has ventured an opinion in that respect. Opinion makers have been more concerned about a "Pandora's Box" that would threaten the Soviet Union--the same Soviet Union whose collapse many are predicting and a few are hoping. Once again a small nation is carrying the full burden of the contradictions inherent in big power politics; and Karabakh Armenians will probably be asked to continue accepting the status quo in order not to disturb the peace of others, in order not to spoil the big power game. 

Many of those who objected in the past to any use of force by Moscow were eager to see Kremlin use it now--and seemed almost disappointed that it did not do so. The hope was that force would be used against the demonstrators in Yerevan. 

One experienced reporter asked, "Why did the Soviet Union, which has the political will and military muscle to impose anything it wished on its subjects, tolerate such large scale demonstrations, for so long?" It is obvious that neither Vietnam and Afghanistan, nor Iran and the Philippines have been able to shake the unwavering faith many have in the ability of arms to defeat peoples. That may be the root cause of the faulty interpretations we give to events. 

By not using force against the demonstrators Moscow allowed "an ethnic group that should have disappeared long ago" to make glasnost work for them or for a moment, even to define it. Gorbachev allowed a small nation, made up of real people--rather than the superpower race and the abstractions it generates--to legitimize, in a way no other mechanism could, perestroika. This, in fact, may be the reason for the disappointment the media and experts are feeling from the word Karabakh, a word which only two weeks ago seemed fascinating. 

