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● Democratic transformation and conflict 

   



The Caucasus
• Large mountainous zone,

• Small republics of the huge Soviet Union,

• Conflict countries from headline news. 





The Caucasus 



13/01/2021  6

The Caucasus 

● “The new world disorder”
● 8 conflicts: N-K, South Ossetia, Abkhazia, the Prigorodniy Rayon 

of North Ossetia and Chechnya – hundred thousand deaths, two 
million six hundred thousand refugees and Internally Displaces 
Persons. 

● Ethnic based autonomous regions of Soviet era 
●
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Geographical settings in the Caucasus 

● Northern border: Krasnodar and Stavropol Krai, Russian mainland 
begins. 

● Western border: eastern border of Ottoman empire. 
● Southerns border: Araxes river, Iran’s northern border. 
● Political map: three states- Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia plus 

North Caucasus, part of RF. 
● 400, 000km2  over 20 million people. 
● North Caucasus and South or Trans-Caucasia (from Russian 

Zakavkaz) terms. 
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Museum of peoples 

● The North Caucasus: two groups 
● 1. indigenous Caucasian peoples, the Vainakh peoples composed 

of Chechens, Ingush and Tsova-Tush  and Daegstani peoples 
composed of Avars, Lezgins, Dargins and Laks and the Abkhaz 
and Circassian peoples. 

● 2. Turkic and Iranian settlers, Ossetians and Tats. 



Multinational environment





The museum of people
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The crossroad of religions

● Islam both Shi’i and  Ja’fari Shi’i Islam – majority of Azeris. 
● Sunni tradition in Dagestan. Hanafi school in Chechnya and 

Ingushetia, the Turkic Karachais and Balkars, the Ajars of Georgia 
and minority of Azeris (15-25%), minority of Ossetians (20-30%) 
and Abkhazians (35%). 

● Judaism: Georgian Jews, Tays and Mountain Jews in Azerbaijan 
and Dagestan. 



The crossroad of religions 
Azerbaijan - a nation with a Turkic 
and majority-Muslim population. The Armenian Apostolic Church 



Georgia – Orthodox Christianity





Languages



Languages
The Georgian alphabet The Armenian alphabet





Early history 

• The advanced economy 
and favorable 
geographic and natural 
conditions of the area 
attracted 
the Byzantine, Persian, 
Mongol, Ottoman and 
Russian empires.

• Ancient countries of 
Caucasus: Armenia, Iberia, 
Colchis and Albania. 



Culture
The area was home to the well-
developed bronze culture known as 
the Colchian culture.
Golden braceletes, c 5-4 centuries BC. 



Historical Overview 

The Caucasus: civilizations and regions met, bridge and  
barrier for communication between north and south. 
• The Caucasus is the point where Russia, Iran and 

Turkey meet. For most of the 19th century, the three 
powers dueled for dominance of the region.

• Russia – main force which determined the 
development in the South Caucasus region for more 
than two centuries. 



Russia’s interests
• Trade interests, 
• Colonization intentions and 
• Strategic considerations. 

• In dealing with the Caucasus people Russia followed these guidlines: 
      1. Refrain from anything that could weaken their perception of our power. 
      2. Establish commercial relations so as to generate among them needs that they still do not 
feel. 
       3. Maintain continous state of dissension among their diverse nations and never forget that 
their unity could be fatal for us. 
      4. Introduce among them the light of Christianity. 
      5. Absolutely  prevent them from the possibility of links with Turkey and Persia.
 

• Peter the Great - to transform Russia to a great European power.



Historical overview
• Georgia under Russian control since 1783, Chechnya and 

Dagestan since 1859. 
• In 1801 the Georgian protectorate - Georgia’s annexation to 

Russia.
• Russian attempts to control over the region led to the 

conquest of a number of Khanates in 1806-1809 and 
ultimately to the first Russia-Persian war 1812-1813.

• The treaty of Gulistan 1813. 
• The treaty of Turkmanchai in 1828 -Russia succesfully 

achieved its control over the Caucasus. 
• 1921-1991 Soviet period. 





Historical overview

• During the latter part of the 19th century and for most of the 
Soviet period, the Soviet position in the Caucasus ran along 
the frontier with Turkey and Persia (later Iran). 

• During the Russian revolution 1917 -Transcaucasian 
Federation was born (the Georgian Mensheviks, the 
Azerbaijan Musavat party and the Dashnaks).

•  The South Caucasus separated from Russia and declare its 
independence in 1918. In 1918 three democratic republic 
were declared,  Azerbaijan and Georgian and Armenian 
Democratic Republics. 



Historical overview
• By 31.05.1920, Azerbaijan was invaded by 

Sovietized by Russia’s 11th Red Army. 
• Four months later, Armenia was invaded by the 

Kemalist Army of Karabekir Pasa and partitioned 
between Turkey and Russia.

• The Soviet military campaign against Georgia was 
launched on February 11th, 1921. 

• The region was the part of the Soviet union for 
70years. 





Leninist nationality policy 

Laninist  “nationality policy”- hierarchical 
nationality-based territorial structure
  –> ethnic identities though a federal state 
structure. 

Stalin wanted to pit the ethnic groups in the the 
Caucasus regions against each other. 
„Divide and rule“ principle 
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Soviet ethnofederalism 
● Central in content, federal in form. 

● The communist party – main instrument to rule. 

● The new Soviet states was an asymmetrical federation – 
ethnoterritorial units.

● Union republics – Soviet Socialist Republics, SSRs (Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia)

● Autonomous republics – Autonomous Soviet Socialist republics, 
ASSRs (South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Ajaria, Nackichevan)

● Autonomous oblast – autonomous regions, AOs. (Nagorno-Karabakh)

● Autonomous okrugs.  
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Soviet ethnofederalism 

● Minorities – assimilation, oppression procedures by a state. 
● Advocate autonomy or secession. 
● Korenizatsiia – the autonomous structures had no actual 

autonomy or political power, actual power in Moscow. 
● Borders- non-contiguous territories, ethnic communities divided 

not in correspondence to the demographic realities. 
● Soviet past – never resulted into self-determination -  autonomy 

becomes risky. 
● Secession or confederation. 

●

●  



Democratic transition 
• Conflict is more likely under following conditions: 
- a transition toward democracy that is incomplete; 
- where institutions are too weak to manage the 

upsurge in the political power of newly enfranchised 
masses; 

- where the elites use nationalist card in attempt to 
preserve in power. 



Democratic transition 
• Regime types most likely to experience ethnic war in a mixed 

regime, one that is partly democratic and partly autocratic, with 
poorly developed state institutions – serious institutional 
deficit. 

• Weak institutions per se do not increase the chance of the war; 
they do so only during the early phase of an incomplete 
democratic transition. In this case  political leaders frequently 
turn to ideological or charismatic appeals to bolster the rule. 



Political transformation 
• Although some democratic transition is risky, there 

is no alternative

•  political change cannot be frozen. 



Democratization 
• Why do citizen in well-established democratic systems vote for 

government that rarely wage upon each other, while electorates in 
transitional democracies so often support aggressively nationalist 
policies, even against democracies? 

• Three main lines of explanation: 
• 1. Institutions 
• 2. Norms 
• 3. Information. 
•  



1. Institutions 
• Effective democratic institutions make the government accountable, through 

regular elections, to the average voter who bears the costs and risks of war. 
Democracies choose their wars more wisely; 

• tend to win and suffer fewer causalities 
• are less likely to initiate crises 
• tend to prevail in the crises that they do initiate; 
• rarely fight preventive wars; 
• are more astute that their non-democratic counterparts. 
• Mixed regimes have won only 58% of the wars they have started, as 

compared to 93% for democracies and 60% for dictatorship. 



2. Norms and Identities 
• Share democratic liberal identity and common norms that govern appropriate 

political behavior. 
• Country should have deeply ingrained civic norms such as rule by consent the 

governed, free speech, due processes of law, fair electoral competition, and the 
settlement of political disputes by peaceful means. 

• States in the midst of democratic transition are the most war-prone type of regime , 
more than authoritaritarian states, which should be even less constrained by norms. 

• In a mature democracy, norms and institutions are mutually supportive. Fair 
elections, the rule of law, and other building blocks of democracy dependent both 
on institutions and on norms – that is, standards for what behavior ought to be. 
People believe, moral obligation, - democracy – the only way to be effective. 



3.Information and credibility in bargaining 

• Greater transparency of democratic politics makes it less likely that 
democratic leaders will bluff or renege on agreements. 

• With two parties transparency about the expected costs and 
benefits of fighting, there should be little guesswork about which 
side has the greater resolve, and a bargain can be struck that avoids 
the costs of fighting it out.

• Transparency and smart bargaining should lead to a peaceful 
settlement. 



? 
• Do all regime transitions, whether democratizing or 

not, increase the risk of war? 

• Why should transition toward democracy exert a 
stronger effect than other kinds of transitions? 



Democratic transition 
• Instability of the political elite, which may be 

characteristic of various kinds of transitions, combines 
with the expansion of mass political participation in 
democratizing states in distinctively explosive ways. 

• This situation creates strong incentives for elites to 
mobilize popular support through nationalist appeals, 
which tend to raise the risk of war. 



Democratic transition 
1. Countries undergoing incomplete democratization with weak 

institutions are more likely than other states to become 
involved in war. 

2. Countries undergoing incomplete democratization are more 
likely than other states to initiate war. 

3. Incomplete democratization where institutions are weak is 
especially likely  to lead to war when powerful elites feel 
threatened by the prospect of a democratic transitions. 



?
• Do increases in ethnic tensions coincide with 

democratization? Are the differences in ethnic unrest 
among democracies due to variations in political 
institutions? 

• Are presidential systems more prone to ethnic conflict 
than parliamentary democracies? Does the electoral 
system matter? Does federalism cause more problems 
than it solves?



Political system

Nature of the executive, type of electoral system and 
distribution of power.  
Presidentialism vs. Parliamentarism 
• Ethnic conflict is more likely in Parl. than in Pres. system 
Electoral system 
Plurality system causes ethnic conflict 
Federalism
Depends of the size of ethnic group  



Political conflict 
• Causal chain of political conflict is following:

- Political system of the state is going through a 
transformation state. Most dangerous time for bad 
government is during the period when it tries to 
transform itself.



Causal mechanism 
• The conflict becomes violent through following mechanism:
- The lack of elite legitimacy results in discriminatory and weak 

political institution leading to instability.
- When authoritarianism collapses and is followed by ineffectual 

efforts to establish democracy, the interim period of relative 
anarchy is ripe leadership confrontation.

- Countries that have undergone a recent political transition are more 
likely to experience violent conflict.



Conclusion 
• The bigger is the decline of state power the more 

significant are the incentives of the elites to provoke ethnic 
conflict as a strategy to maintain in power.

• The more some groups are excluded from state power, the 
greater is the risk of ethnic tensions.

• The likelihood of ethnic war in semi-democracies remains 
higher than in other regime types, even after a regime 
change. 
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