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T

he Caucasus region has been the focus of attention of major empires and states throughout
history due to its geo-strategic significance. For
many years, the routes that linked the Ottoman, Safavid and Russian Empires and on a broader scale, those
connecting Europe with China and India, traversed the
Caucasus. Exercising control over major trade routes
and capitalizing upon their potential boosted their
defense capabilities to the same extent as it facilitated
their economic development. The latest long-term occupation of the Caucasus region occurred in the early
19th century. The Russian state, which was strengthening its position in the region, succeeded in invading the
South Caucasus after waging a lengthy war with Iran. In
the aftermath of this invasion, Russia secured a border
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with such powers as the Ottoman and Iranian states.
During the conquest that lasted about a hundred
years until the early 20th century, the Russian Tsarist rule
altered the territorial division of the South Caucasus in a
bid to bolster its clout in the region. The Georgian Tsarist state, which previously existed, and Azerbaijani khanates (small states) were abolished and replaced by newly
established provinces, in accordance with Russia’s provincial division system. Attempts were even made at the
time to alter the ethnic composition of the population
in the South Caucasus. Notably, the process of settling
Christian population began in the territories located
near the border with Ottoman Turkey. Christians from
the Ottoman and Iranian territories and people who
were re-settled from Russia were among the new resi-
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Decree of the USSR Council of Ministers
of December 23, 1947 on the “voluntary” resettlement of
100,000 Azerbaijanis from Armenia in 1948-1950

dents. (1). It is noteworthy that the Russian-populated
villages and settlements established in Azerbaijan in the
early 19th century have been preserved to date.
Notwithstanding all the pressure and the imperial
policy of the Russian Empire, the latter failed to counter
the drive for independence and the national liberation
trends of the nations that were part of the state, including those of the South Caucasus nations. The overthrow
of the Russian Tsarist rule caused by the revolution in
February 1917 further expanded the opportunities for
the South Caucasus nations in their quest for independence. Following the fall of the Russian Empire, three
major ethnic groups constituted the majority of the
South Caucasus population – Azerbaijanis, Georgians
and Armenians. The revolution that took place in Russia
at the dawn of the 20th century, in 1905, and the 1917
revolution set those nations in motion and their sociopolitical entities sought to take advantage of the situation that had emerged. However, in terms of the ethnic composition, the South Caucasus region was more
densely populated by Georgians and Azerbaijanis. There
were mass settlements of Georgians and Azerbaijanis in
the national provinces even during the period of the
Russian Tsarist rule, while Armenians did not constitute
the ethnic majority in any province. Armenians resided
in Tiflis and the Yelizavetpol province (the present-day
Nagorno-Karabakh region was part of the Yelizavetpol
governorate at the time) and in the area surrounding
the Echmiadzin, the center of the Armenian church, including Irevan. Armenians were not the majority ethnic
group in any of those provinces, including Irevan. (2).
In the wake of the situation that emerged in Russia
in the early 20th century, the boundaries of the areas
mostly populated by the Georgians and Azerbaijanis
that would provide grounds for seeking independence
were known, which was not the case for the Armenians.
It is worth mentioning that superpowers had pledged
during World War I to provide assistance in breaking
up the Ottoman Empire and establishing a new Armenian state in its north-eastern part. Armenian national

groups significantly stepped up their efforts to achieve
this goal. There was a significant number of Armenians
in the Russian army, which was fighting the Ottoman
state. Moreover, many armed units comprising Armenians who resided in the Ottoman state and the South
Caucasus territory had been set up, and those units
joined the struggle for a break-up of Ottoman Turkey.
(3) Nevertheless, they did not succeed in establishing
an Armenian state in the territory of Ottoman Turkey
at the end of World War I. Afterwards, Armenian political circles and the armed units comprising Armenians
that served in the Russian army after the toppling of the
Tsarist rule in Russia chose the South Caucasus as a target area for founding an Armenian national state. (4).
Establishing an Armenian national state primarily
required defining territorial borders. Therefore, Armenians focused their attention on the area surrounding
the Echmiadzin church, Irevan, Zangazur, as well as
Nagorno-Karabakh, triggering clashes between Azerbaijanis and Armenians that caused dire tragedies.
Though these clashes occurred in Baku and Ganja, the
Armenians heeded their attention mostly to Zangazur
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A medal issued in 1828 by tsarist Russia in honor
of the capture of Iravan by Russian troops.
The medal shows Iravan. Apparently,
all the monuments of the city were Muslim

and Nagorno-Karabakh. Following the declaration of
independence by Azerbaijan and Armenia in May 1918,
the situation around Zangazur and Karabakh remained
complicated. There are numerous facts of pressure
upon the Azerbaijani population aimed at fully acquiring the mentioned territories. In an attempt to counter the lawlessness taking place in Nagorno-Karabakh,
Azerbaijan People’s Republic established the Karabakh
general governorate, which also included NagornoKarabakh. In conclusion of World War I, the commander
of the peacekeeping forces of the allied states brought
to the South Caucasus, Gen. Thomson recognized the
legitimacy of this governorate and the Armenian side
was invited to contribute to the efforts aimed at finding a negotiated settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh
issue. (5). Azerbaijan and Armenia lost their independence in 1920 and 1921 respectively and were both
invaded by Bolshevik Russia, while the outstanding
territorial issues between Azerbaijan and Armenia remained unresolved. Soviet Russia, which had occupied
the South Caucasus, put forward a new stance on the
issue. According to the Bolshevik ideology, the entire
South Caucasus was considered Soviet territory from
then onward. In accordance with that ideology, territorial disputes were deemed internal rifts within a single
state and the affiliation of a disputed territory to any
particular republic no longer made much difference.
The main point is that those areas were deemed Soviet
territory. Some forces taking advantage of this gained
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a good opportunity to achieve their goals. In keeping
with this approach, Zangazur was granted to the Soviet
Republic of Armenia, despite protests of Azerbaijanis.
The Armenians did not confine themselves to this and
raised the issue before the central authorities to make
Nagorno-Karabakh a part of Armenia as well. Ethnic Russian and Armenian persons who led Azerbaijan at that
time, as well as the leadership of Transcaucasia, supported annexation of Nagorno-Karabakh, which had no
border with Armenia, to the latter. This, in fact, meant
that the Azerbaijani lands located between Armenia
and Nagorno-Karabakh would also be annexed to Armenia. As a result of decisive protests of the Azerbaijani
people, the Caucasus Bureau of the Russian Communist
Party passed a decision on October 8, 1923 on granting autonomy to Nagorno-Karabakh within Azerbaijan
(6). Though establishing the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Province within Azerbaijan was considered
a triumph of the national policy of Soviet Bolshevism,
this decision, in fact, laid groundwork for future territorial and ethnic claims. In particular, in a bid to counter
Turkey’s influence and the strengthening of anti-Bolshevik ideology in Azerbaijan, they ratcheted up various types of pressure and control over Azerbaijan. The
central authorities always kept this policy in the focus
of their attention. In other words, at times they deemed
it appropriate to counter the traditional Eastern Islamic
and national-ethnic influences from the East, in particular, by bolstering the Armenian factor in the ideological confrontation with Turkey, in order to prevent the
ideological influence of the East in Azerbaijan. Armenian nationalist circles, capitalizing on this stance of the
central authorities, both made their territorial claims
and pursued a policy of ethnic cleansing. For example,
the USSR Council of Ministers passed a decision upon
the incitement of Armenians on December 23, 1947 on
mass deportation of Azerbaijanis living in Armenia to
the territory of Republic of Azerbaijan. (7). At the same
time, the Armenian claims to Nagorno-Karabakh began
to gain ground.
Unfortunately, the economic relations under the
communist rule failed to ensure free economic activity within the USSR, while the values envisaged under purported democracy blocked the pluralism of
www.irs-az.com
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Remains of Azerbaijanis exterminated
by Bolshevik-Armenian detachments during the genocide of
Azerbaijanis in the city of Guba in March 1918.
Guba Genocide Memorial

thought and socio-political freedoms. The challenges
in social life both caused problems for people and led
to certain inter-ethnic rifts. The central authorities concealed the problems emerging in inter-ethnic relations
and considered forming a unified Soviet nation as their
paramount goal. They presumed that all nations and
peoples would be tranformed into a single nation that
would embrace the ideas of communism. The national identity of each nation was not taken into account,
which caused ethnic differences.
The raised issue regarding Nagorno-Karabakh was
not resolved during the Soviet period. The indecisive
stance of the central authorities resulted in intermittent
claims aimed at altering the territorial status of Nagorno-Karabakh and breaking it away from Azerbaijan.
It is known that Turkey was an ally of Germany during World War II. The fact that Turkey was situated on
the border with the USSR, in particular, its geographic
proximity to Azerbaijan, which has ethnic links with this
state, was a concern for the Soviet state. Armenian nationalist circles attempted to take advantage of this immediately. The Armenian leadership advised the Soviet
government that Turkey, which shared a border with
Armenia, could unleash a war against the USSR. The
Armenian leadership therefore suggested creating a
buffer zone that would link Armenia’s Basarkecher district and Azerbaijan’s Kalbajar district. (8). They also suggested that this buffer zone would be overseen by the
Armenian leadership. In doing so, Armenia sought to
annex the Kalbajar district, located between its territory
and Nagorno-Karabakh, and take over the border line.
In other words, this proposal made Nagorno-Karabakh
a centerpiece of regional policy.
In November 1945, immediately after World War II,
the leadership of the Republic of Armenia sent another
letter to the Soviet government and once again suggested breaking Nagorno-Karabakh away from Azerbaijan and annexing it to Armenia. They were trying to
prove by all means that the well-being of its residents
depended on its annexation to Armenia. (9). Stalin took
this proposal seriously and deemed altering the territorial borders of the republics, more precisely, breaking up the territory of the Azerbaijan Republic, as an
ordinary case. In accordance with his order, Malenkov,
www.irs-az.com

who acted as Secretary of the Central Committee of
the USSR Communist Party, was instructed to look into
this possibility. Malenkov sent a letter to the Azerbaijani government regarding division of Azerbaijan’s territories. In its response letter to the central government,
the leadership of Azerbaijan opposed embellishing the
territorial issue over an ethnic minority living in the republic’s territory and requested clarifying the matter.
The Azerbaijani leadership noted that people of numerous ethnicities are represented within the USSR and
opting for territorial division to resolve any oustanding
issue could trigger dire stand-off between the republics. As for Nagorno-Karabakh in particular, the Azerbaijani leadership stated that if the issue of handing over
Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia, which had no border
with the province, was raised, then several districts in
Armenia populated by Azerbaijanis and bordering on
Azerbaijan should be granted to the latter. Likewise, the
borderline territories of Georgia and Russia populated
by Azerbaijanis should be granted to Azerbaijan. (10).
Following this response of the Azerbaijani leadership,
the Soviet govenrment set aside the issue of granting
independence to ethnic minorities and annexing the
territories populated by them to other republics.
In March 1948, the issue of reconsidering the territorial status of Nagorno-Karabakh and annexing it to Armenia based on ethnicity was raised upon the insistence
of Armenian circles. (11). The issue was discussed again
in the central government bodies. However, considering
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“Map of Armenia” compiled by modern Armenian
“researchers” and showing the immense ambitions of Armenian chauvinists

the ethnic issue strictly as a territorial one was deemed
inappropriate again upon the insistence of Azerbaijan.
In the early 1960s, the Armenian circles raised the issue of annexing Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia several
times before new Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev for the
sake of what they believed was future development of
this region. Afterwards, another round of consultations
was held between the central authorities and the Azerbaijan Republic. The Azerbaijani leadership unequivocally stated that taking away a territory populated by
a certain ethnic group from one republic and handing
it over to another could only aggravate the situation.
This stance was approved by the central authorities and
USSR leader Khrushchev informed the Armenian circles
that if the Armenian leadership was dissatisfied with the
well-being of the Armenian residents in Nagorno-Karabakh, they could be relocated from Nagorno-Karabakh

62

to the territory of Armenia, and there was no need to
hand over Azerbaijani territory to Armenia (12).
Following the election of Leonid Brezhnev, who
succeeded Khrushchev as the USSR leader, the Armenians raised the issue of granting Nagorno-Karabakh
to Armenia again. The Armenian forces presumed that
the new Soviet leadership would exercise a different
approach to the issue. However, breaking NagornoKarabakh away from Azerbaijan exclusively on the basis of its ethnic composition was not authorized during
Brezhnev’s tenure either. Following Brezhnev’s death,
the Armenian circles significantly stepped up their efforts in this regard. Amid economic stagnation, failed
democratic reforms in the public relations system as
well as exacerbating chaos and anarchy in the country,
the Armenian forces stepped up their activity to alter
the territorial status of Nagorno-Karabakh.
www.irs-az.com
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A magnificent monument of 18th century Azerbaijani
architecture - the Palace of the Sardar in Iravan.
It was brought to an unsafe condition and
then destroyed by Armenian chauvinists

It is worth mentioning that the number of Azerbaijani residents in Armenia exceeded the Armenian population in Nagorno-Karabakh in that period. However, for
some reason, the territorial-ethnic issue had been applied only to Nagorno-Karabakh, and the country’s government put forward a clear-cut stance as to whether
or not this was a legitimate claim. Whereas the issue of
altering the territorial status of Nagorno-Karabakh was
previously tabled mostly by state bodies, these claims
began to be accompanied by nationalist propaganda
from the 1980s. Measures aimed at carrying out ethnic cleansing in Nagorno-Karabakh started to be taken
in order to assert these territorial claims. For instance,
there are facts regarding the killing of an Azerbaijani
child in Nagorno-Karabakh in 1984 and slogans calling
for ethnic cleansing to evict the Azerbaijani population
from the region. (13).
The “Monumental Sculpture” publication, issued in
Moscow in 1984 and the book titled “The basics of Soviet state law”, published in 1987, cited Nagorno-Karabakh as a part of Armenia. (14).
Following Mikhail Gorbachev’s election as the USSR
leader, international support was garnered for the efforts aimed at annexing Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia.
First and foremost, the Armenian lobby united, intensifying pressure upon the Soviet government in this
regard. The Gorbachev administration failed to counter
this pressure. To the contrary, improper restructuring
in the political and economic relations and democratization reforms exacerbated the chaos in the country,
prompted the nationalist criminal elements to become
more active, and the creation of illegal armed units became widespread. Such illegal armed units were set up
in the territory of Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh as
well. Although Gorbachev later issued a decree to abolish those illegal units, this decision was never enforced.
The Armenian circles did not imply merely breaking
the Nagorno-Karabakh province away from Azerbaijan and annexing it to Armenia when they cited their
annexation plans. They also planned ousting Azerbaijani residents of Nagorno-Karabakh from the region. It
is noteworthy that in accordance with the latest census conducted in Nagorno-Karabakh in 1989, 145,400
people (77%) of the population totaling 187,800 in the
www.irs-az.com

province were Armenians, while 40,300 (21.5%) were
Azerbaijanis (15). As a result of the ethnic cleansing,
there is not a single Azerbaijani left in the territory of
Nagorno-Karabakh today.
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