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THE GREAT GAME IN WEST ASIA

Mehran Kamrava

There is something funny about geography. The importance of certain loca-
tions can rise or decline depending on what may be found underneath it or the 
changing priorities and aspirations of those on or near it. It can shape the fate 
of empires by facilitating their rise or hastening their demise, and it can 
become a source of intense competition or neglect by powers near and distant. 
There is an intimate connection between geography and power, with the geo-
graphic dimensions of power being often defined as “geopolitics” and the 
strategic competition over or acquisition of that geographic power as “geo-
strategy.”1 These political and strategic competitions over valuable swathes of 
land may be less frequent now than they were in bygone eras, but they are just 
as salient in the first decades of the twenty-first century as they were in centu-
ries past.2 The global powers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
played what came to be known as the “great game” over land, influence, and 
power—games perfected especially by Britain and Russia over what was once 
the Ottoman Empire.3

 The games never subsided, and as the decades of the twentieth century wore 
on the strategic stakes were raised, and the ensuing competition, which 
involved both the great powers and newer entrants, became more intense in 
both depth and scale. Almost no region of the world was spared, and the 
powers competed and fought one another and their proxies in both hot and 
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cold wars in Europe, Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East. The 
Second World War and the Cold War were among the most sustained and 
systematic, as well as bloody and brutal, of the strategic competitions that the 
world witnessed across continents and regions.
 Near the end of the century, once the Soviet Union collapsed, the apparent 
triumph of the West over the Communist Bloc led to a diminishing of strate-
gic competitions over many familiar territories. But a promised “new world 
order” of high idealism, trumpeted by politicians and academics alike, was not 
to be.4 Old competitions may have died down, but new ones quickly emerged 
to take their place. Old strategic rivalries gave way to new ones as formerly 
contested territories and regions ceased to be sites of contestation and compe-
tition and were instead replaced by new, emerging fault lines and sources of 
division. One of these new, emerging regions over which new actors began 
competing, and still compete, is the South Caucasus. In fact, a new great game 
has begun, this time over the South Caucasus. And the prime contenders, new 
entrants into the global power game, are Iran and Turkey.
 This is a book about Turkey and Iran’s strategic competition over power and 
influence in the South Caucasus. These two neighboring Middle Eastern pow-
ers have vied for supremacy and influence throughout the region and espe-
cially in their immediate vicinity, having in the process to contend with ethnic 
heterogeneity within their own territories and also across the border. Turkey 
has long conceived of itself as not just a land bridge between Asia and Europe 
but in more substantive terms as a central player in regional and global affairs.5 
If somewhat more modest in articulation, Iran’s parallel ambitions for strategic 
centrality and influence have only been masked by its own inarticulate foreign 
policy agendas and the repeated missteps of its revolutionary leaders.6 But try 
they both have nonetheless, and in the South Caucasus each has achieved a 
modicum of success. In fact, as the contributions to this volume demonstrate, 
as much of the world’s attention has been diverted to conflicts and flashpoints 
near and far, a new great game has been unraveling between Iran and Turkey 
in the South Caucasus.
 Geographers often question the validity of the various shorthand terms that 
other social scientists and journalists employ as designation for groups of oth-
erwise disparate countries within the same region. Not surprisingly, it is not 
clear whether the very term “South Caucasus” even refers to a distinctively 
identifiable region.7 It is indeed true that the three countries lumped together 
today as belonging to the South Caucasus share little in common in terms of 
ethnic, linguistic, or political affinities. They, like much of the rest of the 
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global south, were once forced into neighborly tranquility and cooperation by 
greater imperial forces. In their case, it was the overwhelming force of the 
Soviet Union that sought to forge among them a common identity and a 
shared polity. In the Middle East, starting at about the same time, it was the 
French and the British who tried to do the same thing in their own respective 
spheres of influence. Not surprisingly, historians and geographers have also 
parsed—more often deconstructed—the validity of the very concept of a 
“Middle East,” seeing it as no more valid than such designations as “the Far 
East” or, for that matter, “the West.”8

 Like it or not, these terms today have become part of the parlance of aca-
demic discourse as well as political action. Academics and journalists may 
stretch the boundaries of the different regions, but there is broad agreement 
over which countries lie at the core of each. We know, for example, that Iran 
is part of the Middle East; and so is Turkey—although for the past several 
decades its leaders have sought consistently, though largely unsuccessfully, to 
identify themselves and their country as European. From a purely geographic 
perspective, both countries do lie in Asia—in Turkey’s case around 97 percent 
of the country’s landmass is in Asia and the rest in Europe—and both are 
located in Asia’s western half. They are West Asian powers.
 Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, the three countries that make up the 
South Caucasus, have emerged as prime areas of competition between Iran 
and Turkey as the two countries seek to expand their spheres of influence 
economically, politically, and militarily. Iran and Turkey have not been the 
only countries competing over the South Caucasus. In the early years follow-
ing the collapse of the Soviet Union, as an “especially complicated and con-
flict-prone part of the post-Soviet space,” the South Caucasus, along with 
Central Asia, attracted increasing attention from the United States, the 
European Union, and Russia, as well as Iran and Turkey, becoming the focal 
point for what one observer called a “New Great Game.”9 Before long, how-
ever, it became clear that none of the great powers had a unified strategic 
vision for the region, and, as such, none of them was willing to deploy 
resources to the South Caucasus. In fact, by the mid-1990s, the United States, 
Russia, and the European Union had decided that the region was of little 
strategic value and not a first-order priority for any of them.10 But even if they 
wanted to, as Lieven argues in the following chapter, they would not have 
succeeded in establishing hegemony over the region. The ensuing space ena-
bled the two nearby regional middle powers, Turkey and Iran, to actively court 
the emerging republics to align with them and to try to expand the different 
dimensions of their influence over them.
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 A somewhat permissive regional context was one factor in creating oppor-
tunities for Iran and Turkey to compete for influence in the South Caucasus. 
Another was the predicament of the three young republics themselves. As 
brand new states, the South Caucasus republics had to constitute themselves 
from scratch. They had to create institutions of rule and instruments of power, 
forge national identities that sustained and reinforced their sovereignty and 
independence, establish economies that were networked internally and func-
tioned without dependence on what were now other sovereign states, and they 
had to navigate their international relations in the ominous shadows of a giant 
former overlord and smaller but no less ambitious middle powers nearby.
 For the South Caucasus republics, state-building has been a particularly 
arduous task, and in many ways it still continues more than a quarter century 
after independence. For Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan, state-building has 
meant embarking on three overlapping processes: 1) political institutionaliza-
tion, which has meant crafting the institutions of the state and outlining the 
ways in which they interact together and with social actors and social institu-
tions; 2) political consolidation, in the sense of making state institutions 
operational in relation to society and with other states; and 3) fostering cohe-
sive if not necessarily uniform national identities.11 In the process, each state 
has had to contend with what nearly all other newly-established states have 
faced, namely the intrusions and interference of outside powers in their 
domestic politics.
 In this introductory chapter I examine first the nature and consequences of 
the attention paid to the South Caucasus, or lack thereof as the case may be, 
by the United States, the European Union, and Russia. I then analyze ongoing 
processes of state-building in each of the region’s three states and how the 
attendant domestic and international challenges of such processes have facili-
tated opportunities for Iran and Turkey to expand their commercial and 
strategic ties with each. The chapter ends with an examination of relations 
between Turkey and Iran, uneasy neighbors that compete on several fronts but 
also cooperate out of need and necessity. It highlights the unfolding of a new 
game of geostrategic competition and rivalry by these two regional powers 
over the South Caucasus. In this part of the world, often neglected by the 
world’s major powers, a new great game is unfolding. Turkey’s favored tools of 
competition and rivalry have been its soft power and pipeline politics, and 
Iran’s are commerce and natural resources. The stakes ultimately boil down to 
power and influence. But they go beyond the centrality of transit routes, 
access to new and emerging markets, and footholds in countries and cultures 
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that traverse Asia and Europe. They also impact the domestic politics of each 
of the competitors themselves, their own ethno-linguistic mosaics, and their 
projection abroad of national identity and sense of place in history.

The South Caucasus and the Great Powers: Russia, the United States,  
and the European Union

By virtue of its history, cultural and economic connections, and geographic 
proximity, Russia maintains by far the most extensive ties with the South 
Caucasus and pays the closest attention to it as compared to either the 
European Union or the United States. This was not the case in the early post-
independence years, as both the Russian Republic and the countries of the 
South Caucasus devoted much of their attention to domestic issues or, in 
Russia’s case, to their position in the newly emerging global power structure. 
In many ways, Moscow took for granted that the newly independent states on 
its expansive borders would always remain within its diplomatic and security 
orbits, unable to break away their systemic and structural dependence on 
Russia’s economy and military protection. Change to this outlook has been 
slow in coming, and for many in Moscow it still has yet to come.12

 It was only in the mid-1990s that Russia began to see the South Caucasus as 
an area of potential strategic importance and started to expand proactively its 
military and economic presence in the region. In 1995, Russia acquired a mili-
tary base in Armenia, followed by a 1997 military cooperation agreement 
between the two countries.13 Armenia, as we shall see shortly, has always 
remained in the Russian security orbit. As the 1990s came to a close, two devel-
opments in the South Caucasus added urgency to Russia’s security and eco-
nomic presence in the region. One was Azerbaijan’s discovery and export of 
massive quantities of oil and gas and the increasing importance of the entire 
region as a resource-rich and key transit route. A second worrying development 
for Moscow was the trend within the Georgian body politic to pull away from 
Moscow and instead move closer to the European Union. By the second half of 
the 2000s, in fact, the Kremlin began to see Western activity in the South 
Caucasus as an overt attempt to curtail Russian influence in the region.14

 Moscow’s response was multi-pronged. It shored up its economic and secu-
rity cooperation with Yerevan, all the while ensuring that Azerbaijan did not 
completely abandon its orbit.15 A delicate balancing act ensued in which 
Moscow retains Armenia as a close military ally and Azerbaijan as a close 
economic partner.16 Economic partnership with Azerbaijan has taken the 
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form of cooperation in the oil sector, particularly in the transit of oil and gas 
from the Caspian basin to Europe. Moscow has sought to join Turkey in try-
ing to position Russia as a middleman for European energy buyers.17 As the 
Caspian–Black Sea region has assumed greater importance in the first decade 
of the twenty-first century, Russia has sought to remain a major transit route 
for energy vis-à-vis the South Caucasus.18

 In relation to Georgia there was no delicacy. In August 2008, in a punishing 
war that lasted only six days, Moscow ensured that Georgia’s breakaway 
regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, within a stone’s throw of Tbilisi, 
remain Moscow’s satellites. Neither the bluster nor the cries of the Georgian 
president at the time, Mikheil Saakashvili, were enough to lure the US or the 
EU to his rescue. Ever since, Russia has sanctioned Georgian products, espe-
cially hurting the small country’s proud and once vibrant wine industry.
 Soon after the 2008 war between Georgia and Russia, the global financial 
crisis hit, and the US and the EU scaled back many of their activities in the 
South Caucasus, resulting in the emergence of a new status quo in which 
Russian military presence in Abkhazia and South Ossetia has become part of 
the long-term landscape of the region.19 This is likely to continue in the fore-
seeable future. As the Georgian example has shown, and as both Armenia and 
Azerbaijan are keenly aware, Russia has demonstrated a willingness to use its 
hard power to defend its interests. And, moreover, neither the United States 
nor the European Union have been willing to become militarily involved in 
the region. As one observer has noted, “countries in Russia’s ‘near abroad’ 
cannot expect any external help in the event that they encounter security 
problems with Russia.”20

 Significantly, however, Russia cannot rely too heavily on its hard or even 
soft powers as effective instruments of influence in the South Caucasus.21 
History has proven long-term military occupations to be untenable. And 
given its limited financial resources and its “unattractive socio-political 
model,” it will be increasingly difficult for Russia “to rise to the position of the 
South Caucasus principal partner or to defend its leadership role there.”22 Not 
surprisingly, therefore, the US and EU’s relative absence from the South 
Caucasus has not necessarily given Moscow a free hand in the region.
 Whether out of an awareness of Russia’s limitations in the region or its own 
lack of interest, the EU itself has taken a backseat in the South Caucasus and 
has adopted what some have called a “Russia-first” approach.23 The EU’s status 
in the region as a “great absentee” appears rooted in its collective strategic 
calculations.24 The EU considers the South Caucasus to be peripheral as com-
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pared to the Balkans, Ukraine, and Moldova.25 This general neglect seemed to 
come to an end around 2003, as signs appeared that Azerbaijan’s natural 
resources-driven boom may reverberate across the region.26 But those signs 
paled in comparison with the growing strategic importance of areas further 
west and the early-starter advantages of Russia and the United States. From 
Europe’s perspective, chronic regional tensions in the South Caucasus under-
mine the region’s potential as a land bridge linking Europe to Central Asia and 
the Caspian Sea.27 Thus, the best that the EU has done is to support various 
peace-building institutions, the success of which, given the region’s many fro-
zen conflicts, is debatable.28

 The United States, a credible argument may be made, has not fared much 
better. On the one hand, the US has been seeking a less confrontational 
approach to Russia, while on the other hand it has been encouraging more 
European activism in the South Caucasus.29 Whether the product of a “lead-
ing from behind” policy preference or simple disinterest, “there has been a 
notable lack of coherent and consistent US, and Western, policy for the 
region.”30 Similar to the European Union, in the years immediately after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, the US pursued a policy of strengthening and 
bolstering statehood in the South Caucasus, coupled with conflict manage-
ment and mediation. But in many ways until after 9/11 and its ensuing “war 
on terror,” the United States did not see any vital interests in Central Asia or 
the South Caucasus.31 Since then, its policies toward the region fall into four 
broad categories: support for democracy; support for market reforms and 
privatization; support for counter-terrorism and security; and efforts at con-
flict management and mediation.32 Under the Obama administration, these 
efforts have come to feature deeper support for democratization, more asser-
tive moves to contain Russian influence in the region, and a more pronounced 
emphasis on security and counter-terrorism.33

 While Russian activities and presence in the South Caucasus remain robust 
and multi-dimensional—military, commercial, and cultural—the US and the 
EU have sidelined themselves from the region, choosing instead to focus their 
energies on containing Russia’s possible strategic gains in the Balkans and in 
Ukraine. This has created space for new aspiring regional powers, the most 
significant of which are Turkey and Iran. Turkey views itself as a natural power 
in the South Caucasus and conceives of the region as an extension of its cul-
tural zone and a ready market for its expansive economic power. For Iran, 
whose relations with countries to its south, east, and west have always posed 
challenges, the South Caucasus offers much needed possibilities in interna-
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tional partnerships, markets for its stuttering economy, and perhaps, just 
perhaps, even a measure of soft power. That these are countries still in the 
throes of state-building and identity formation, themselves with few friends 
and tenuous international alliances, makes them the perfect candidates for 
influence peddling, more likely victims to machinations emanating from 
Ankara and Tehran. It is to their processes of state-building that the chapter 
turns next.

State-Building in the South Caucasus

In all three republics of the South Caucasus, state-building has taken place 
under two ominous shadows, each reinforcing the other. One has been the 
scourge of ethno-national conflicts, and the other of political elites who put 
their own interests before those of their country. What has ensued has been 
an instrumentalization of unresolved territorial and ethnic conflicts for pur-
poses of retaining power.34 Within the Soviet Union, the South Caucasus was 
mostly sealed off from the rest of the other Socialist Republics and was pre-
sented as a place of ethnic and political harmony.35 This was hardly the case, 
with tensions already brewing before the communist system started crum-
bling. Once the USSR finally collapsed, the floodgates of ethnic hatred blew 
open. The states of the South Caucasus witnessed the most bloodshed out of 
all the post-Soviet states.
 In ethno-territorial conflicts of the sort that exist in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
South Ossetia, and Abkhazia, identity assumes a particularly important role, and 
leaders find that they must appeal more and more to identity as reflected in 
popular and populist settlements.36 Today the most intractable of these conflicts 
is the one between Azerbaijan and Armenia in the Nagorno-Karabakh region, 
which casts a shadow over the entire South Caucasus. For both Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, the conflict has come to take on “a central, identity defining role in 
the political and cultural self-understanding of the two countries.”37 Nagorno-
Karabakh now has the dubious distinction of being “the longest running ethno-
territorial dispute in the post-Communist world.”38

 Internal displacements, refugees, and the flight abroad of people and capital 
seem to matter little to those for whom these conflicts have proven politically 
profitable. On both sides, for example, the Karabakh issue is used by incum-
bents and the opposition to enhance their own patriotic credentials.39 The few 
who have dared to entertain thoughts of solutions or compromise have been 
repeatedly stymied or kicked out of office. Reportedly, Azerbaijan’s President 
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Heydar Aliyev could not get the endorsement of his inner circle for a peace 
deal with Armenia in which he would give up Nagorno-Karabakh in return 
for a land corridor to the Nekhchivan exclave. In Armenia, when President 
Levon Ter-Petrosian tried to sign off on a peace plan with Azerbaijan in 1998, 
he was thrown out of office by members of his own inner circle.40 Such is the 
intensity of the Nagorno-Karabakh hold on the Armenian psyche that 
although the population of the region is estimated at no more than 100,000, 
two Karabakh natives, Robert Kocharyan (1998–2008) and Serzh Sargsyan 
(2008– ), have already served as Armenia’s president.41

 The economies of the three countries of the South Caucasus, meanwhile, 
remain monopolistic, do not have well-defined property rights, and retain 
strong clientelistic ties between economics and politics.42 Markets stagnate and 
are highly underdeveloped, and are dependent on the export of natural resources 
and therefore highly susceptible to international pressures and nuances. In all 
three countries, middle-class consumers can hardly afford many of the basic 
goods and household durables they need. Those who can afford them leave. 
Today, approximately 800,000 Georgians, 2.5 million Armenians, and 2 million 
Azerbaijanis live and work abroad, and send remittances back home.43 Domestic 
economies would suffer deeply if these revenue streams dry up.
 Let us look more closely at each of the three cases.

Armenia

In many ways, Armenia’s post-independence political and economic experi-
ences are reminiscent of that of other post-Soviet republics, its birth the prod-
uct of a non-violent revolution. And, again not unlike other post-Soviet states, 
Armenia appears to be in a perpetual state of social, economic, and political 
crisis.44 In particular, the Armenian Republic has not yet succeeded in build-
ing a set of democratic state institutions and a democratic political culture.45 
Nevertheless, similar to Georgia, Armenia at least has a nominally functioning 
democratic system, which Azerbaijan does not. Elections, however, do not 
necessarily make a political system effective or even viable.
 Despite major changes to the nature and functions of state institutions as 
compared to those of the Soviet era, their basic functions, and the basic patterns 
through which power is distributed and exercised, remain fundamentally the 
same.46 As in the Soviet Union’s final years, politics remain decidedly non-ideo-
logical. The executive also remains dominant and the National Assembly pliant, 
featuring little debate and all too often approving the executive’s bills, frequently 
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through “expedited procedures.”47 Not surprisingly, the legitimacy of elections 
and their fairness are often contested.48 The oligarchy, as detailed in Giragosian’s 
chapter in the volume, remains powerful, and the president needs its continued 
support to stay in power. In fact, the country’s lack of a tradition of stateness—of 
having viable institutions of its own and a history of state–society relations—in 
part explains its difficulties in post-Soviet state-building.49 This has helped foster 
an informal balance between the various centers of power within the country, 
resulting in a semblance of political stability.
 Prevailing patterns in Armenia’s politics—or, more accurately, its lack of 
political development—have not helped government efforts at fostering eco-
nomic growth. In the first two decades of independence, the life of the 
Armenian economy can be divided into three stages: disintegration in the 
early 1990s; reconstruction in the mid to late 1990s; and finally, crisis ever 
since. Throughout, the country’s economy has suffered from a number of 
“systematic deformations.”50 The Armenian economy today remains uncom-
petitive, is riddled with monopolies, and is susceptible to external shocks, with 
high unemployment rates and an inadequate social security system.51 
Remittances and other monies sent from abroad help alleviate some but not 
all of Armenia’s economic difficulties. Nevertheless, continued out-migration 
from Armenia remains a challenge for the economy.52

 The country’s economy was almost completely destroyed in the early 1990s 
and was rebuilt only with significant advantages accruing to politically-con-
nected business elites. As in most other post-Soviet states, Armenia has taken 
many hasty steps toward ushering in capitalism without an adequate under-
standing of what these steps really entail. Mass privatization of state assets 
took place, and a romantic and unfounded notion of capitalism emerged. This 
had the practical effect of de-industrializing the country, facilitating private 
transfers and capital flight, and facilitating the emergence of an oligarchy.53 
Today, major oligarchs often own monopolistic businesses and occupy impor-
tant positions in the state.54 This has helped foster a vibrant shadow economy, 
comprising an estimated 40 percent of all economic activity in the country,55 
much of it controlled by powerful neighborhood bosses. No administration 
has been able to reduce the pervasiveness of the shadow economy or the role 
of neighborhood bosses, many of whom have acquired and consolidated their 
positions in army command or in other high-ranking government positions.
 Economic difficulties have not prompted political leaders in Yerevan to 
ease up on the country’s hold on Nagorno-Karabakh. This is largely because 
the Karabakh movement plays a foundational myth for the Armenian 
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state.56 As one observer has noted, “a nation obsessed with loss of land 
throughout its history is finding it very difficult to give up the land it now 
occupies.”57 In some respects, this is as much due to the influence of the 
powerful Armenian diaspora as it is a product of the preferences of the 
country’s political leaders themselves.58

 The diaspora is similarly opposed to any compromises with Turkey over the 
question of the 1915 genocide of Turkish Armenians—all three of Armenia’s 
traditional parties represented among the diaspora have rejected the idea of a 
“historical commission” to determine whether the events of 1915 indeed con-
stituted a genocide—thereby hampering any meaningful prospects for a 
Turkish–Armenian rapprochement.59 Ironically, there is a similar lack of 
enthusiasm on the other side. Perceiving Turkey to be in a position of strength, 
Turkish political elites are less interested in establishing relations with 
Armenia than Armenia is in normalizing relations with Turkey.60 Although 
improvements in Turkish–Armenian relations could lead to significant 
changes in the geopolitical realities of the region, for now such a possibility 
remains highly unlikely.
 Yerevan’s icy relations with Ankara stand in sharp contrast to its warm 
economic and military ties with Moscow. Armenia remains perhaps “one of 
the most loyal members of the Commonwealth of Independent States.”61 
Armenia’s National Security Strategy document, drafted in 2007, stipulates 
that the country is in a “strategic partnership” with Russia. The document calls 
for “complementarity” in foreign and security policy, “aimed at maintaining 
an overall balance in the region.” In reality, however, Armenia has much closer 
ties to Russia than to the EU or the US.62 In fact, Yerevan’s continued strategic 
reliance on Russia has so far precluded it from receiving greater US military 
assistance and the “train and equip” missions sent by the US to both Georgia 
and Azerbaijan.63

 The challenges in Armenian–Turkish relations and in Armenia’s less than 
cordial relations with the US and the EU have also opened up opportunities 
for Iran, which has long viewed close relations with Armenia as a way to break 
out of its isolation and develop a potential transit route to Europe.64 This 
relationship has been more economic and diplomatic, and, in many ways, is 
more symbolic than substantive. Iran’s trade with Armenia, for example, stood 
at slightly more than $290 million in 2014, up from $183.3 million in 2004. 
Given the state of Turkish–Armenian relations, this is actually not much more 
than the amount of Turkish–Armenian trade. Turkey’s trade with Armenia 
rose from only $39 million in 2004 to $234 million in 2014.65 Whatever gains 
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Iran has had in relation to Armenia appear to have been rooted less in material 
gains and more in diplomatic niceties and symbolism.

Georgia

Not unlike other post-Soviet states, Georgia is currently undergoing “a process 
of deep restructuring” in multiple arenas of its macro-economy, political cul-
ture, state institutions, state–society relations, self-identification, and social 
peace-building.66 The country’s initial years of independence, in the early 
1990s, were characterized by considerable political instability and turmoil. It 
was only with the 1995 election and subsequent consolidation of power of 
Eduard Shevardnadze, who had previously served as foreign minister of the 
Soviet Union under President Gorbachev, that the country’s politics assumed 
a semblance of stability. Shevardnadze created a hybrid political system with 
some space for political freedom but few conditions for meaningful political 
competition, instead concentrating power within the hands of a narrow elite. 
Once power was consolidated, in the second half of the 1990s an ambitious 
reform agenda was pursued in which the legal and institutional foundations 
of the new regime were established and strengthened. By the late 1990s, how-
ever, the president and his inner circle had grown wary of reforms, and the 
system became increasingly less tolerant of dissent and featured fraudulent 
elections and rampant corruption.67 Kupatzade’s contribution in this volume 
offers an in-depth examination of the problem of corruption in Georgia.
 The 2003 “Rose Revolution” ushered in an era of excitement, optimism, 
institutional reform, and economic investments. After the revolution, when 
Shevardnadze was forced to step down, the constitution was amended to 
strengthen and further centralize executive power.68 Saakashvili introduced a 
number of reforms—to the state administration, the police force, tax collec-
tion, combatting corruption, and combatting smuggling—while at the same 
time building up a clientelistic network for himself.69 The new government 
soon began to cut corners and bulldoze perceived obstacles. Judges were ridi-
culed, procedures violated, media repressed, and decisions centralized. While 
unemployment rose, reforms were implemented with “excessive arrogance and 
self-confidence” though with little benefit to the public.70 President 
Saakashvili and his entourage became increasingly arrogant and impulsive. By 
2008–9, the Rose Revolution of 2003 had come to a screeching halt.
 Like Armenia and Azerbaijan, Georgia inherited entho-territorial conflicts 
and secessionist movements from the USSR.71 In the late 1980s, communist 
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authorities sought to create a distinctively Georgian identity by playing up 
ethnic divisions within the country, especially insofar as Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia were concerned. In turn, in the early 1990s, political consolidation 
meant emphasizing Georgian ethnic identity and further alienating Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia.72 This did not bode well for subsequent processes of state- 
and nation-building and the integration of regions such as Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia into the new republic. Conflicts erupted soon after independ-
ence in 1991, resulting in some 8,000 casualties and 250,000 internally dis-
placed persons. Russia’s mediation in 1992 helped freeze the conflicts for 
some time, though their underlying dynamics remained unaddressed. They 
flared up once again in August 2008, settled this time through Russian inter-
vention in favor of the two regions.73 Today, the South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
conflicts have once again become frozen, similar to Nagorno-Karabakh, and 
constitute perhaps the single most important factors in Georgia’s domestic 
and foreign policies.74

 Civil wars brought Georgia to the verge of being a failed state.75 But 
Georgia has persevered and the country has on occasion demonstrated 
impressive spurts of economic growth. In the late 2000s, in fact, Singapore, 
the UAE, and New Zealand were frequently mentioned as models for Georgia 
to emulate. Although the Saakashvili interregnum saw a proliferation of state 
institutions and emphasis on their efficacy, processes of political institution-
alization and state-building were undermined by their very rapid pace. Today, 
the country is far from the risk of becoming a failed state. But it also has some 
way to go in its effort toward political institutionalization and consolidation. 
Georgian politics remains zero-sum in nature, and the country’s main chal-
lenge has been to take concrete steps toward institutionalizing democracy.76

 The Georgian system may be best described as an example of “competitive 
authoritarianism.”77 There is, for example, little media freedom in Georgia 
today.78 In Azerbaijan and Armenia, the state has been “de-ideologized” in the 
service of power concentration. Georgia is not too different, though this was not 
always the case. Under Saakashvili, libertarianism increasingly became the man-
tra of the state and the economic and political blueprints it was following. 
Saakashvili’s libertarianism meant dismantling many of the regulatory powers 
of the state, which in 2006 adopted a Labor Code hostile to employees, instead 
giving much leeway and latitude to corporations.79 Along the same lines, in 2009 
the president announced the enactment of the Law on Economic Freedom, 
Opportunity and Dignity that banned the establishment of regulatory bodies 
and made future tax increases subject to approval by popular referendums.80


