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Caucasus 
Under Review: 

Recently Published Books*

The recently published books on the Caucasus and former Soviet territories 
listed here offer new and exciting scholarly insights on a range of regional 
issues, including self-determination, counter secession, contested territories, 
political interventions, geopolitics, and national historiography.

*	Prepared	by	Hüsrev	Tabak,	Executive	Editor	of	Caucasus	International.	
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The breakup of the USSR gave rise 
to a plethora of problems, many 

of which have their origins in pre-
Soviet history. Among them, self-de-
termination has been one of the most 
hotly debated topics, creating a polit-
ical climate in which sovereign states 
have tightened their authority and 
control over territories and people; 
as a consequence of this, tragic and 
violent conflicts have taken place. 
Some conflicts have been resolved, 
while others remain `frozen`, await-
ing either peaceful resolution, or re-
newed fighting. To this end, Bahruz 
Balayev’s book, “The Right to Self-
Determination in the South Cauca-
sus: Nagorno Karabakh in Context”, 
offers up-to-date and carefully com-
piled insights on Nagorno-Karabakh, 
and how this frozen conflict fits in 
with the recent debates in interna-
tional law on the right to self-deter-
mination. In his analysis, Balayev 
considers the international perspec-
tive on the subject as well as the lo-
cal experiences and expectations. In 
order to understand the international 
law approach Balayev seeks to offer 
political alternatives for the resolu-
tion of the frozen conflicts before 
they re-erupt. Michael Kambeck and 
Sargis Ghazaryan focus on the lat-
ter issue. In “Europe’s Next Avoid-
able War: Nagorno-Karabakh”, the 
authors bring together voices from 
a diverse range of interdisciplinary 
and practical perspectives. This col-
lection of around twenty scholars and 
practitioners, offers multiple scenar-
ios for resolution. However, despite 

their academic originality, neither of 
these books equally reflects the Azer-
baijan and Armenian experiences and 
approaches to the resolution of the 
conflict.

Another recently published book, 
The Foreign Policy of Counter Se-
cession Preventing the Recognition 
of Contested States, outlines nation-
al approaches to the resolution (or 
not) of frozen conflicts. Dr. James 
Ker-Lindsay attempts to answer the 
question of how states prevent the 
recognition of territories that have 
unilaterally declared independence. 
This question is genuinely formu-
lated, and Ker-Lindsay’s response is 
an invaluable contribution to the field 
of foreign policy. Secession is often 
predicted and witnessed as an out-
come of intra-state conflicts, and the 
post-Cold War world order has been 
marked by the failure of sovereign 
states to subdue rebellions. States’ 
international efforts to prevent rec-
ognition of the secessionists` strug-
gle remains a fascinating topic, and 
Ker-Lindsay`s book is a candidate 
for serious accolades. The book ana-
lyzes the efforts by the governments 
of Serbia, Georgia, and Cyprus to 
prevent the international recognition 
of Kosovo, South Ossetia, Abkhazia, 
and northern Cyprus respectively.

In addition to secessionist move-
ments and national policies of sup-
pression, regional developments have 
also been shaped by external forces. 
Sometimes, the role of international 
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powers becomes decisive, as with the 
1953 military coup in Iran. Ervand 
Abrahamian, a well-known Iranian 
scholar and the author of A History of 
Modern Iran, has just released a new 
book, The	Coup:	1953,	The	CIA,	and	
The Roots of Modern U.S.-Iranian 
Relations. This recent publication 
delves into the genesis and aftermath 
of the CIA-backed military coup 
against the democratically elected 
president of the country in 1953. 
Abrahamian, with the extensive use 
of recently declassified diplomatic 
cables and the archives of multina-
tional oil companies, pieces together 
the complexity of the relationships 
among the military and great powers 
and provides a sound argument that 
the control of oil resources was the 
dominating issue behind the coup. 

Abrahamian`s assessment of exter-
nal interests in the region is comple-
mented by another recently published 
study, this time from a historical per-
spective. The Archaeology of Power 
and Politics in Eurasia: Regimes and 
Revolution, an edited collection pro-
duced by Charles Hartley, Bike Yazi-
cioglu, and Adam Smith, examines a 
wide-range of archaeological stud-
ies in order to better understand the 
role of power politics in the history 
and prehistory of the region. A simi-
lar study is conducted by another re-
cent release, Clash of Histories in the 
South Caucasus: Redrawing the Map 
of Azerbaijan, Armenia and Iran, by 
Rouben Galichian. Galichian exam-
ines Azerbaijani historiography and 

political geography, and examines 
the efforts by Azerbaijani scholars to 
create a historically rooted nation in 
the Caucasus based on geo-history 
and geo-political perspectives.  
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The Right to Self-Determination  
in the South Caucasus:  
Nagorno-Karabakh in Context

By Bahruz Balayev
Lexington Books,  
February	2013,	262	pp.

The Right to Self-Determination 
in the South Caucasus: Nago-

rno Karabakh in Context, by Bahruz 
Balayev, explores the relationship in 
international law between the concept 
of self-determination and territorial in-
tegrity in the context of the Caucasus 
region. This study brings together the 
various self-determination movements 
of the Caucasus (Nagorno Karabakh, 
South Ossetia, Adjara, Abkhazia, and 
Chechnya) and provides a compara-
tive analysis. The August 2008 war 
in Georgia and the proclamation of 
independence of Kosovo renewed the 
discussion over the right to self-de-
termination in international law: Has 
the right to self-determination evolved 
since the solutions to the conflicts over 
self-determination are now determined 
in a new manner, or should it? Will the 
question of self-determination in dif-
ferent regions of the world be a spark 
for a new cold war? Unilateral decla-
rations and the recognition of indepen-
dence of South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and 
Kosovo could be the first spark. These 
are the pressing questions because 
there are many self-determination 
and secession movements all over the 
world. The Right to Self-Determination 
in the South Caucasus is a unique tool 
for scholars, researchers, and the pub-
lic in understanding South Caucasus 
regional conflicts from the New Haven 
School perspective.

Europe’s Next Avoidable War:  
Nagorno-Karabakh

By Michael Kambeck,  
Sargis Ghazaryan (Eds) 
Palgrave Macmillan,  
March	2013,	296	pp.

Nagorno-Karabakh is the most per-
ilous of the so-called frozen con-

flicts in Eastern Europe. In an area al-
most free of observers, the implications 
of a new war in Nagorno-Karabakh are 
largely underestimated. The editors, 
capitalizing on their experience within 
the NGO European Friends of Arme-
nia, bring together voices from a di-
verse range of interdisciplinary per-
spectives within the social sciences 
and from practitioners working in the 
field. They shed light on the current 
situation in Nagorno-Karabakh, how 
it evolved, and likely scenarios, taking 
into account the changed landscape in-
cluding the EU’s new foreign policy 
instruments. The book includes con-
crete policy proposals in order to make 
war a less likely outcome. 
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The Foreign Policy of Counter 
Secession Preventing the 
Recognition of Contested States

By James Ker-Lindsay
Oxford University Press,  
October	2012,	240	pp.

How do states prevent the recogni-
tion of territories that have uni-

laterally declared independence? At 
a time when the issue of secession is 
becoming increasingly significant on 
the world stage, this is the first book 
to consider this crucial question. Ana-
lyzing the efforts of the governments 
of Serbia, Georgia, and Cyprus to pre-
vent the international recognition of 
Kosovo, South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and 
northern Cyprus the work draws on 
in depth interviews with a number of 
leading policy makers to explain how 
each of the countries has designed, de-
veloped, and implemented its counter 
secession strategies. After explaining 
how the principle of the territorial in-
tegrity of states has tended to take pre-
cedence over the right of self-determi-
nation, it examines the range of ways 
countries facing a separatist threat can 
prevent recognition by other states 
and considers the increasingly impor-
tant role played by international and 
regional organizations, especially the 
United Nations, in the recognition pro-
cess. Additionally, it shows how forms 
of legitimization or acknowledgement 
are also central elements of any coun-
ter-recognition process, and why steps 
to prevent secessionist entities from 
participating in major sporting and 
cultural bodies are given so much at-

tention. Finally, it questions the effects 
of these counter recognition efforts 
on attempts to solve these territorial 
conflicts. Drawing on history, politics, 
and international law this book is the 
first and only comprehensive account 
of this increasingly important field of 
foreign policy.
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The Coup: 1953, The CIA,  
and The Roots of Modern U.S.-
Iranian Relations

By Ervand Abrahamian
New Press,  
February	2013,	304	pp.

In August 1953, the U.S. Central In-
telligence Agency orchestrated the 

swift overthrow of Iran’s democrati-
cally elected leader and installed Mu-
hammad Reza Shah Pahlavi in his 
place. Over the next twenty-six years, 
the United States backed the unpopu-
lar, authoritarian shah and his secret 
police; in exchange, it reaped a share 
of Iran’s oil wealth and became a key 
player in this volatile region. In this 
authoritative new history of the coup 
and its aftermath, noted Iran scholar 
Ervand Abrahamian uncovers little-
known documents that challenge con-
ventional interpretations and also sheds 
new light on how the American role in 
the coup influenced U.S.-Iranian rela-
tions, both past and present. Drawing 
from the hitherto closed archives of 
British Petroleum, the Foreign Office, 
and the U.S. State Department, as well 
as from Iranian memoirs and published 
interviews, Abrahamian’s riveting ac-
count of this key historical event will 
change America’s understanding of a 
crucial turning point in modern U.S.-
Iranian relations.

The Archaeology of Power and 
Politics in Eurasia: Regimes and 
Revolutions

By Charles Hartley, Bike 
Yazicioglu, Adam Smith (Eds) 
Cambridge University Press, 
November	2012,	486	pp.

For thousands of years, the geogra-
phy of Eurasia has facilitated trav-

el, conquest and colonization by vari-
ous groups, from the Huns in ancient 
times to the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics in the past century. This 
book brings together archaeological 
investigations of Eurasian regimes and 
revolutions ranging from the Bronze 
Age to the modern day, from Eastern 
Europe and the Caucasus in the west 
to the Mongolian steppe and the Ko-
rean Peninsula in the east. The authors 
examine a wide-ranging series of ar-
chaeological studies in order to better 
understand the role of politics in the 
history and prehistory of the region. 
This book re-evaluates the significance 
of power, authority and ideology in the 
emergence and transformation of an-
cient and modern societies in this vast 
continent.
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Clash of Histories in the South 
Caucasus: Redrawing the Map 
of Azerbaijan, Armenia and Iran

By Rouben Galichian
Bennett & Bloom,  
November	2012,	232	pp.

As the only former Soviet repub-
lic not to be created from an es-

tablished ethnic group, ever since its 
formation in 1918 Azerbaijan has used 
strategies adapted especially from the 
USSR and Pan-Turkism movement to 
create a nationalistic ethnos/mythos at 
odds with the historical and geographi-
cal reality. This new study examines 
the motives and methodology em-
ployed by Azerbaijani historians and 
geographers over the past century in 
officially recreating the history, bound-
aries and even ethnicity of this histori-
cally volatile region. Particular focus is 
given to Azerbaijan’s campaign for the 
geo-historical appropriation of neigh-
boring Armenia and the three prov-
inces of Iranian Azerbaijan, a selective 
campaign that ignores the neighbor-
ing territories of Georgia and Russia’s 
North Caucasus. The evidence of the 
ancient and later cartographers, pre-
sented in more than 50 colour maps, 
along with the Greco-Roman histo-
rians and the accounts of Islamic and 
European travellers confirm the inter-
national position that runs counter to 
Azerbaijan’s claims.


