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The Lemkin Institute voices its solidarity with and support for the people of the Republic of
Artsakh, who turned out in Stepanakert on October 30th in historic numbers to rally for the
self-determination of the territory.

The region of Artsakh (also known by its Soviet name Nagorno-Karabakh) has been inhabited by
a majority Armenian population for thousands of years. Mentions of Armenians in the region
date back at least to the 6th century BCE. Although the region fell under the control of various
empires over the centuries, local leadership, language, and culture was Armenian. Throughout
the 20th century, Armenians made up between 75 and 95 percent of the population. They
currently comprise 99.7 percent of the Artsakh population and are considered to be the
indigenous people of the region.

Artsakh is currently claimed by Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan’s claim dates back to the post-First
World War era, when peoples in the South Caucasus region were creating independent
nation-states after the dissolution of the Russian empire. The people of Artsakh formed their own
independent council, but the territory was eventually transferred to the new state of Azerbaijan
by the USSR in 1921. This decision was meant to improve the USSR’s relationship with Turkey,
which was still committing genocide against Armenians in the region at the time.

Under the Soviet Union, Artsakh had the status of the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast
(NKAO) within the Azerbaijani SSR. Soviet domination kept in check the genocidal
anti-Arminianism of Azeri nationalists, who viewed Azerbaijan as part of a pan-Turkic
expansion linking Central Asia with southeastern Europe. When the Soviet Union fell,
Artsakhsis again petitioned to secede from the Azerbaijani SSR and join the Armenian SSR. In
reponse, Azerbaijani authorities terrorized Armenians all over Azerbaijan through a series of
genocidal pogroms in Azerbaijani cities. These pogroms, which had the full support of Azeri
nationalists, demonstrated that the security of Armenian life in independent Azerbaijan was
nonexistent. Armenian refugees from Azerbaijan were forced into Artsakh and Armenia proper,
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while Azerbaijan also terrified local Azeris with predictions of reprisals, leading to massive
flight of Azeri civilians from these territories to Azerbaijan proper.

In 1991, 99 percent of Artsakhsis again voted for independence in a referendum in which 82
percent of the Artsakh electorate participated. Through this referendum, Artsakh declared
independence and established a republic with a parliamentary system and regular elections. As a
consequence, Azerbaijan launched a brutal war against Artsakh and Armenia. Armenia was
victorious in 1994, winning control over Artsakh as well as a “buffer zone'' of regions around it.
Azerbaijan never accepted this status quo and increased its ceasefire violations, especially after
2010, leading eventually to war in 2020, when Azerbaijan regained most of what had been lost in
1994. Since 2020, Azerbaijani attacks on the remaining territory of Artsakh have occured
frequently and have extended to the sovereign territory of the Republic of Armenia, where
Azerbaijan now occupies 140 square kilometers.

At the heart of this conflict are two factors that are common in genocidal scenarios: The
weakening of one group or groups through genocide and the continuing impunity (and genocidal
ideology) of perpetrator groups. In this case, we have, on the one hand, the consequences of the
Armenian genocide in the region, which completely eradicated the Armenian presence in
Western Armenia (today’s eastern Turkey) and substantially reduced Armenians’ fighting
capacity and political leverage in the Caucasus in the late 1910s and early 1920s. On the other
hand, we have the development of Azeri nationalism as an anti-Armenian phenomena and the
ongoing and unchecked genocidal hostility of Azeri nationalists towards Armenians. Neither of
these issues should be ignored by the international community in constructing policy towards the
region. Although many Armenians have fond memories of good relationships with Azeri
neighbors in Armenia, Artsakh, and Azerbaijan before the late 1980s, the behaviors of
Azerbaijan’s authorities since then – and particularly the policies of the current Azerbaijani
President, Ilham Aliyev – have demonstrated that the Azeri regime is not capable of exercising
peaceful sovereignty over ethnic Armenians.

In particular, the horrific atrocities committed by Azeris against Armenians and the celebration
of these atrocities at the highest level of the Azerbaijani state are stark evidence of Azerbaijan’s
genocidal designs.

There seems to be the misperception among many members of the international community that
Artsakh should simply be “given up” — handed over to Azerbaijan due to the territorial losses
suffered by Armenians in 2020. In fact, many Western governments seem to be promoting
policies that will lead to Azerbaijani control over Artsakh in the name of “peace” and
“prosperity,” two terms repeatedly used by US officials at a November 16 Senate Foreign
Relations Committee hearing on “Assessing U.S. Policy in the Caucasus.” The origin of this
Western view is, once again, a desire to please Turkey and to gain access to Caucasus oil as well
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as to strategic positions in Central Asia. Such a view negates Artsakhsis’ legitimate right to
self-determination and risks collusion with a genocidal state.

What the Western world, and particularly NATO, fails to understand is that “giving up” Artsakh
would mean condoning genocide against Armenians: the forced displacement and persecution of
Armenians, widespread atrocity crimes, destruction of cultural heritage, and one of the largest
humanitarian crises in the Caucasus region in the past decades, involving a huge influx of
refugees to Armenia proper. Importantly, given the current red flags for genocide in Turkey and
Azerbaijan, as well as what we know about the genocidal process in general, it is inconceivable
that “giving up” Artsakh will put an end to conflict in the region, much less lead to “peace” and
“prosperity.” The genocidal designs of Azerbaijan and its strong ally Turkey almost ensure that
aggression against Armenian territory will continue. The anti-Armenian hatred promoted by both
countries, and especially by the Aliyev regime, will not abate with the depopulation of Artsakh.
In fact, the depopulation of Artsakh should be seen as the beginning of a much larger push to
erase the Armenian presence from the region once and for all.

The people of Artsakh deserve to have their calls for self-determination heard and taken
seriously by the international community. Let us remember that the right to self-determination is
one of the most important fundamentals of the international legal system along with the equal
sovereignty and territorial integrity of states. The fundamental right to self-determination should
not become another legal fiction; instead, it should be understood as an essential element of
lasting international peace and security. Furthermore, the international community’s
responsibility to protect identity groups is an essential norm that must be exercised in this case,
where the world has the rare chance to prevent genocide before mass killing has begun. Only
when these rights are fully protected and respected will the world be able to fulfill the
long-awaited promises of the United Nations Charter.

The Lemkin Institute calls for the creation of an independent international commission to study
the issues involved in Artsakh, with the aim of establishing a just outcome and a stable peace.
Azerbaijan must not be allowed to use force to claim Armenian territory and the international
community must make clear that it will vigorously defend Armenian life against a renewal of the
genocide of 1915.
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