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“While the politician merrily plays his game from one short-lived smartness 
to another, trusting that he will find a way out of every mess in which he gets 
entangled, the real statesman is not allowed to be, like ordinary man, a short-
range planner and a long-range dreamer. He is bent on shaping the future. He 
does not take it for granted. If he fails—there may be no future for his nation 
[...]. He knows his ends, he has a goal, a hierarchy of purposes, long-term and 
short-term; he subordinates one to the other; he has a vision of both the possible 
and the desirable and looks at the one under the aspect of the other; he thinks 
the possibilities through to their end; he follows up his actions, keeping ready a 
possible answer for whatever their foreseeable consequence—trying to keep his 
hand on the events and their interaction, flexible at short range, rigid at long 
range, passionately reasonable, a knower of human nature, suspicious even of his 
own love and hate and of the many passions that blind the children of man. His 
eyes are cold and hard yet the flame burns in his heart as he opposes his specific 
virtue to the play that necessity and chance play with each other.”

– Kurt Riezler1

GEOPOLITICS

The Second Karabakh War came to an end on 10 November 2020 with the 
signing of a tripartite statement between Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Russia. 
Through a sophisticated combination of strategic foresight, limited war 
objectives, operational artistry, active diplomacy, and impeccable geopolitical 
timing, Azerbaijan accomplished a feat that no other state anywhere in the 
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world has been able to achieve since the end of the Cold War: the restoration 
of its territorial integrity executed effectually without the organized 
commission of grievous atrocities or similar defilements. Addressing the 
nation from liberated Shusha in May 2021, Ilham Aliyev called this incredible 
accomplishment a “heroic saga;” speaking in the same city in August 2021, 
he stated that the Second Karabakh War’s “victory is unique in our history.”2

In some Western decisionmaking and analytical circles, this war of 
restoration has somehow been portrayed as an aggressive act that intrudes 
against what is still called by its proponents a “rules-based” international 
liberal order. Fantastic interpretations have even been put forward that the 
war was somehow in violation of international law.3 Yet given that a number 
of binding UN Security Council resolutions—coupled with the official 
position of every single sovereign state, save one (i.e., Armenia)—make 
it clear that the territories occupied by Armenian forces between the late 
1980s and November 2020 are in fact sovereign Azerbaijani lands, it seems 
difficult to understand on what reasonable basis such claims are being made.

A sober, dispassionate examination of the circumstances that led to the 
Second Karabakh War as well as its outcome leads to the conclusion that 
there was nothing politically, legally, or morally wrong with Azerbaijan 
chosen course of action.4 The country acted well within its right of 
“inherent” self-defense under Article 51 of the UN Charter—and it did so 
in a manner that brings to mind the words of the Athenian ambassadors 
at Melos, as reported by Thucydides: “neither laying down the law, nor 
being the first to use it as laid down, but taking it as it is and will be forever 
when we have left it behind, we use it, knowing that you and others, if you 
became as powerful as we are, would do [the] same” (Thuc. V:105). These 
words should be seen as particularly apt given that these same Athenians 
had travelled to Melos with the intention to find agreement and avoid war.5 

Now, of course, prior to the commencement of hostilities, Azerbaijan 
took pains to ensure the steady improvement of its military capabilities; and 
it worked diligently to lock in the strong, virtually unconditional support 
of Turkey that made it harder for other geopolitical actors to exert undue 
pressure on Azerbaijan to stick to evidently fruitless negotiations or renew 
its subscription to sterile agendas set by others,6 and so on. Here, words 
spoken by Aliyev in February 2019 can be cited: 
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I have always said that the force factor is coming to 
the fore in the world. Look at how international law is 
flagrantly violated in various parts of the world. Whereas 
earlier attempts were made to somehow conceal that, 
today they don’t even see the need for that. Today, the 
‘might is right’ principle prevails in the world. This 
is a new reality. We must be ready for it. The world is 
changing, and we must be prepared for these changes. 
Fortunately, we have been building up our economic 
and military power for many years. We were somewhat 
preparing ourselves for the current situation and are 
now ready for it. Therefore, the force factor has always 
been and will remain on the agenda. We see this in 
the example of not only our conflict but also in many 
other conflicts around the world. Therefore, we will 
use various opportunities, and the restoration of the 
territorial integrity of Azerbaijan is our main goal. The 
people of Azerbaijan should know that this is the main 
task of every citizen and the main task of the state. We 
will continue our policy in this direction.7

None of this takes away from the fact that emphasis needs to be placed on 
Yerevan’s evident unwillingness to bring the occupation to an end peacefully, 
through negotiations. This is the fundamental point. At the same time, it 
is not enough to point the finger solely at Armenia. The principal outside 
mediators—the Co-Chairs of the OSCE Minsk Group (Russia, France, and 
the United States)—are also at fault: there was a formal negotiation process, 
launched in 1992, that had essentially produced no concrete results on the 
ground, in the sense that the Armenian occupation had not come to an 
end, Azerbaijani refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) had been 
prevented from exercising their right of return, and so on. In other words, 
for nearly three decades, the Minsk Group led negotiations the objectives 
of which were clearly and unambiguously set down on paper. The foreign 
mediators gave themselves the responsibility of leading a defined process 
to achieve a defined result, and yet the conflict remained unresolved for 
nearly three decades: prior to the onset of the Second Karabakh War, none 
of the Minsk Group’s defined objectives had been achieved—not even close. 
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Thus, their actions or inaction—whether by design or circumstance—
resulted in the perpetuation of a status quo that was the opposite of the 
agreed objectives. And now, the conflict over Karabakh has been effectually 
resolved; to be sure, against the designs of Armenia and with no involvement 
by the Minsk Group. But effectually resolved, nonetheless.

With the above in mind, the following question can be raised: how then, 
exactly, is a state acting militarily to retake its own sovereign territories 
committing an act deserving of opprobrium by the most vocal proponents 
of a “rules-based” international liberal order, namely the United States and 
its allied fellow-travelers? Or, to employ a more radical formulation: how 
exactly did Azerbaijan commit an act of aggression by liberating its lands 
universally acknowledged by the proponents of such an order as having 
been occupied?8

This mystery is compounded by the fact that the state most vocally 
making this claim, namely Armenia, is without any doubt one of the most 
loyal allies of a state that the proponents of such an order consider to be one 
of its chief adversaries, namely Russia.9 

To be clear: until the Second Karabakh War (and perhaps still), Yerevan’s 
foreign policy posture was rooted in an assessment that as ‘Artsakh’ is to 
Armenia, so South Ossetia (or Abkhazia, or the Donbass—take your pick) 
is to Russia. In other words, geopolitics in the South Caucasus will remain 
primarily within the referential purview of the traditional suzerain, who will 
remain on the side of Armenia. The national interest of Armenia consists 
in entrenching a posture of clientelism and supplication towards the sole 
arbiter that truly matters, which will engender it to demonstrate solidarity 
and support for a state dedicated to the expression of nearly unconditional 
loyalty. Thus, Yerevan must continue to rely on its great power ally to 
maintain the status quo of occupation while feverishly encouraging its 
diaspora to convince rival great powers that genuine outreach on the part 
of Armenia to each of them will be forthcoming shortly.

This is to be contrasted with Baku’s foreign policy posture until the 
Second Karabakh War (and certainly still): in continuing to reach out to the 
world, Azerbaijan will not allow itself to become dependent on any single 
line of access to the outside world. The country will strategically harness the 
fact that most of the world’s great powers look at the South Caucasus and 
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conclude that they have intrinsic national security and economic interests. 
And it will take advantage of the fact that there is tension between those 
same great powers in terms of how they each define their respective interests 
in this part of the world by managing relations between them in such a way 
as to ensure that Azerbaijan becomes a subject of the international system 
instead of a mere object of great power rivalry.10 

STATECRAFT

From such considerations in the halls of power in Baku emerged a bedrock 
principle of the statecraft of Azerbaijan: to formulate and execute a strategy 
that ensures it becomes sovereign and strong enough so that it—and it 
alone—may determine the time and manner of the restoration of its territorial 
integrity (given the fruitlessness of negotiations). Niccolò Machiavelli, the 
“father of modern political philosophy,”11 had written pretty much the same 
thing more succinctly more than five centuries ago: “one should never fall 
in the belief you can find someone to pick you up.” (NM, P. 24).

Accordingly, Azerbaijan’s national strategy, conceived and executed first 
by Heydar Aliyev and then by Ilham Aliyev, may be formulated in accordance 
with Machiavellian terminology thusly: only by having recourse to “one’s 
own arms” might lo stato become its own master in both peace and war; this 
requires the prudential execution of virtù (as opposed to the “profession of 
good”) and the opportunities provided by fortuna, whose vicissitudes can 
best be tamed or resisted by its “most excellent” prince.12 

Machiavelli is particularly instructive here for two more reasons. First, 
because perhaps more than any political philosopher before or since, he 
understood that the sovereign part of lo stato is not the deliberative one, 
as in classical political philosophy, but rather the executive endowed with 
“great prudence” acting “decisively” and “alone.”13 Second, because he 
did not place much trust on institutional designs intended to domesticate 
the executive power of the prince.14 This development came later, first in 
the works of Thomas Hobbes and then, more directly, in those produced 
by John Locke, Montesquieu, and the authors of the Federalist Papers 
collectively writing under the pseudonym Publius.15
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Be that as it may, no serious inquiry into the statecraft of Azerbaijan in the 
context of the Second Karabakh War—about how its leadership decided to 
fight a war of liberation, the preparations that took place, and the execution 
of these well-laid plans that brought about a victory that fundamentally 
changed the geopolitics of the Caucasus and perhaps beyond—can be 
complete without giving an account of the statesmanship of Ilham Aliyev, 
without whom the larger story of a nation’s vindication would simply not 
have come about. A complete account is beyond the scope of this essay, 
but the following summary of what is “truly virtuous” from Machiavelli’s 
standpoint can effectually serve as a stand in: “knowing what to do in order 
to achieve the common good, understood to be an aggregation of the desire 
of most people not to be oppressed and of the ambition of a few to rule.”16 
From this same standpoint the “problem of government” is understood 
to consist in “rul[ing] the people without their developing the intolerable 
sensation that they are being ruled.”17

Moreover, one cannot speak of vindication without noting that 
Azerbaijan’s statecraft is predicated on a particularly sophisticated 
understanding of classical geopolitics, which I define as consisting of more 
or less prudential exercises in acceptable exceptions by major powers 
conducive to the continued operation of an international system. If a given 
international system precludes or disallows such exercises of acceptable 
exception—we can define these as a succession of power maneuvers 
understood in the context of the need to maintain equilibrium and 
legitimacy, operating according to a logic of restraint and proportioned 
reciprocity—it is either too rigid and hence ripe for renovation, or too 
amorphous and thus not really a system.

Furthermore, within such a conception of geopolitics, distinct regional 
orders can be established so long as they are anchored by what Giovanni 
Botero, a late sixteenth century political and economic thinker and diplomat 
(who claimed to write in direct opposition to Machiavelli), was the first to 
call in his The Reason of State “middle powers,” which he defined as states 
that have “sufficient force and authority to stand on [their] own without 
the need of help from others” (Bot. RS I:2). In Botero’s telling, which is not 
so different from that of his declared opponent, leaders of middle powers 
tend to be acutely aware of the dexterity required to maintain security and 
project influence in a prudential manner beyond their immediate borders; 
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and because of that, middle powers are apt to have facility in properly 
managing their finances and promoting trade and connectivity with their 
neighbors and their neighbors’ neighbors. 

Unquestionably, Azerbaijan is one such middle power—better described, 
given present circumstances, as a keystone state: a trusted interlocutor, 
reliable intermediary, and “critical mediator” between “status quo powers 
and revisionists.”18 This integrative power is supplemented by the fact that 
“an effective keystone state can serve as a pressure-release valve in the 
international system, particularly as the transition to conditions of non-
polarity continues, by acting as a buffer and reducing the potential for 
conflict between major power centers.”19 

The story of Azerbaijan that emerges on the basis of such an account is thus 
one of leadership and success, foresight and perseverance, modernization 
and the consolidation of power. Certainly, it is also an Armenian story about 
tragedy, in the original Aristotelian understanding of the term20—about 
how the Armenian leadership committed geopolitical malpractice through 
a combination of strategic complacency, the blind ambition exhibited 
in the continued defense of maximalist goals, and both a fundamental 
misunderstanding and woeful underestimation of its main adversary. 

Thus, for the Armenians, the outcome of the Second Karabakh War 
constitutes the passing of an illusion that consists primarily of a fantastic 
hope in the temporal sempiternity of the frozenness of the conflict. But 
for the Azerbaijanis, quite simply, the outcome of the war represents an 
exoneration. The story of Azerbaijan is truly an extraordinary one: how in 
less than a generation’s time, Azerbaijan was transformed from a failing if 
not failed state so weak that it had no choice but to accept an armistice that 
effectually normalized the occupation of around 20 percent of its territory 
by a neighbor almost three times smaller and more than three times less 
populated, into a victorious, exonerated, and proud state that understands 
the classical distinction between justice and hubris.21 

Machiavelli, who is famous for not strictly maintaining the line between 
the two, is nonetheless particularly instructive here for a further reason. 
His most thoughtful living exegetist, Harvey Mansfield, wrote a book on 
manliness, which he defined alternatively as “confidence and [the ability to] 
command in a situation of risk” or “the assertion of meaning when meaning 
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is at risk,” that is to say, the necessary retention of humanity combined 
with the possibility of excellence, understood as prudent or courageous or 
spirited action.22 An aim of this book on manliness, Mansfield suggested 
elsewhere, was to recapture the Greek notion of spiritedness (thumos), 
which he defined as the “part of the soul that connects one’s own to the good. 
[...] It is first of all a wary reaction rather than eager forward movement, 
though it may attack if that is the best defense.”23 Thinking through the 
implications of the notion of thumos helps to explain why politics properly 
understood can never simply be about self-interest and at the same why it 
can never be simply about altruism. Thumos points to statesmanship, both 
the Machiavellian kind and a more ancient sort. One could even say that 
thumos properly understood is the ancient virtue closest to Machiavellian 
virtù, in the sense that the effectual truth of either and thus both is shown 
in its effect or outcome as opposed to its intention or inherent excellence. 

EUROPEAN BELONGING: JERUSALEM AND ATHENS

I intend to take a further step in coming to terms with parts of the present 
inquiry through an indirect approach: a discussion of the question of the 
European belonging of my nation—the Serb nation—which in important 
ways is analogous to the same question with respect to the Armenian 
nation as well as many others in this part of the world and elsewhere.24 
The outcome of such an inquiry, however preliminary, will help us return 
directly to some of the main issues that determined the outcome of the 
Second Karabakh War and in so doing revisit the question of Azerbaijani 
statecraft and related matters.

Here it is salutary to begin by citing Leo Strauss and Pierre Manent, 
two of the most important political philosophers of the past one 
hundred years.25 

First Strauss:
All the hopes that we entertain in the midst of the confusions 
and dangers of the present are founded positively or 
negatively, directly or indirectly on the experiences of the 
past. Of these experiences the broadest and deepest, as far as 
we Western men are concerned, are indicated by the names 
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of the two cities Jerusalem and Athens. Western man became 
what he is and is what he is through the coming together 
of biblical faith and Greek thought. In order to understand 
ourselves and to illuminate our trackless way into the future, 
we must understand Jerusalem and Athens.26 

Now Manent: 
Europe defines itself as this ensemble of nations or peoples 
where the Platonic defense of philosophy was accepted 
without any going back. 27

On such a basis, we can put forward the following proposition: for a 
nation to belong fully to Europe, understood as a civilizational reality, its 
initial encounter between revelation (Jerusalem) and reason (Athens) must 
have occurred at the right time and under the right set of circumstances 
and must have been accepted as integral to its self-conception, that is, 
incorporated into its identity and intellectual heritage.28 

The Serb nation had this initial encounter only in the nineteenth 
century: we Serbs came to Athens via historicism, utilitarianism, and 
nihilism all tied together into the impossible knot that had become 
the culmination of the modern philosophical project. Late-modern 
philosophy was our first effectual exposure to philosophy. Late modern 
philosophy was for us first philosophy. This was neither an auspicious 
nor a timely start.29 

This start was neither auspicious nor timely for a number of reasons. 
For reasons of space, here I will focus on only one: by the nineteenth 
century, the dialogue between Jerusalem and Athens on the fundamental 
question of the status of wisdom and much else had moved almost 
entirely beyond its original and most thoughtful manifestation. In the 
case of Athens, such a manifestation is “of special interest to us because 
[it] know[s] nothing of the Bible. Hence [the] thinking [of the Greek 
philosophers] aims neither at advancing the cause of biblical religion nor 
at opposing it. [...] If one wishes to know how the world looks to unbiased 
and dispassionate reason, one could not do better than begin by turning 
to the Greek philosophers.”30 An analogous argument can be made in the 
case of Jerusalem. To make even preliminary sense of the above requires a 
somewhat lengthy exegetical detour. 
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As originally conceived and understood, the Bible and philosophy share a 
concern with wisdom: the term in Greek is sophia and the corresponding term 
in Hebrew is hochma. Strauss differentiates philosophic wisdom and Biblical 
wisdom in the following way: the beginning of wisdom in the former is wonder; 
in the latter, it is fear.31 The Biblical reference is to Proverbs 9:10. Earlier in the 
same book, wisdom—which is allegorized as the Bible itself—is said to be “a 
tree of life to those who hold fast to her.”32 In Judaism, the ascent (etz hayim) 
to wisdom brings about tikkun, the correction and repair of the world. God 
talks to humanity through the Bible (which is said to represent His “wisdom 
in the eyes of the nations”33), and humanity talks to God through observance 
(avoda) and prayer (tefilah). In the traditional Christian understanding, 
the Fall that occurs due to a combination of serpentine trickery (seduction) 
and human free will awakens an awareness of shame (and by extension, an 
awareness of good and evil) brought about by nakedness and results in the 
absence of the Holy Spirit in the life of humanity—a condition that is rectified 
through participation in the Eucharist. The Holy Spirit has the power to 
impart otherworldly wisdom, according to Saint Paul the Apostle,34 who 
identifies divine wisdom with Christ and contrasts this higher “mysterious” 
and “hidden” wisdom with the discredited wisdom of “the wise.”35 Either 
way (Christian Orthodoxy tends to favor the latter interpretation), the firm 
association of wisdom with revelation is made in contradistinction to wisdom 
sought or acquired with unassisted human reason. 

Both parts of the Bible make it clear that human beings have no access to 
the love of wisdom outside of God, or at least outside of a strong connection 
to the divine. The prophet Micah says that the achievement of wisdom 
is predicated on listening to what God has told humanity is good: the 
faithful servant has no extraneous need of the quest for knowledge of the 
good.36 Thus, the pursuit of wisdom in the context of the Bible is neither 
accomplished through eros nor is it the way to eudaimonia (flourishing 
or happiness), as it is for Socrates. It would take too long to examine the 
architectural, iconographic, and liturgical significance of Holy Wisdom 
understood as the Divine Logos who became incarnate as Jesus Christ (as 
well as the evolution of that tradition into an association of the Theotokos 
with Sophia). It is enough to say for present purposes that “sophia” (in 
the Slavonic rendition the word is “премудрост,” which can be translated 
as “greater wisdom”) is proclaimed aloud by the celebrant at certain key 
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moments of the Divine Liturgy, especially in the context of the readings 
of Scripture. The intent is dogmatic, not dialectical: thus, the sophia of 
the New Testament is the antithesis of the sophia of classical philosophy. 
Similarly, the Logos of the New Testament—particularly as pronounced in 
the prologue to the Gospel of Saint John the Apostle—is the antithesis of the 
logos of classical philosophy. A clear articulation of this position is made by 
Saint Gregory the Theologian: “I have set forth for you our love of wisdom, 
which is dogmatic and not dialectical, in the manner of the fishermen and 
not of Aristotle, spiritually and not cleverly woven, according to the rules of 
the Church and not of the marketplace.”37 

This is not to say that, like Socrates, the Church Fathers did not spend time 
in the marketplace. The Bible mentions Saint Paul the Apostle’s Athenian 
disputations with Epicureans and Stoics, his epistolary attack on those who 
search for mistaken wisdom, and his strict warning against being captivated 
by philosophy.38 Each of these passages is noteworthy for the absence of 
textual evidence of an actual discursive engagement with philosophy. In 
the centuries that followed, there were attempts to make certain aspects of 
classical philosophy into handmaidens of theology. Much of this has to do 
with historical happenstance, namely the spread of Christianity into the 
Greek world (which became the Roman and Byzantine world, the former of 
which came to form the core of Europe and the West) and thus the prevalence 
of the Greek (and then the Latin) language. The appropriation of technical 
terms such as logos, doxa, ousia, and hypostasis is one example: the first is 
found in the New Testament; the seminal figures associated with the other 
terms were the Cappadocian Fathers (Saint Basil the Great in particular),39 
whereas Saint Clement of Alexandria focused more on propaedeutics,40 as 
did Saint John Chrysostom,41 Saint Gregory of Nyssa,42 and Saint Cyril of 
Alexandria.43 There are a number of other examples of Patristic Hellenism.44 
But none of them express doubt about divine wisdom or wonder about the 
alternative: the Biblical distinction that goes back to knowledge of good and 
evil is between obedient love and fear of the consequences of disobedience. 
This may have something to do with the fact that the New Testament is 
quite open about its revolutionary character45 whereas philosophy in its 
original conception was either more circumspect or simply uninterested in 
changing the world: even in the marketplace, Socrates does not appeal to 
the multitude or to all humanity,46 but instead to those who claim to be wise; 
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and he does so, by his own account, as a consequence of a companion of his 
having asked Apollo’s oracle at Delphi whether there was anyone wiser than 
Socrates and the resulting answer by the Apollonian priestess that there was 
not. It is not unimportant to observe that Socrates says that he does not take 
the truth of the answer for granted while at the same time indicating that 
Apollo does not have sanction to say something false. His mission, as he 
suggests (in the only instance in which he addresses a multitude) is one of 
impious piety: in attempting to refute the oracle he ultimately vindicates it; 
thus unintentionally, by his own account, Socrates serves Apollo by obeying 
the god’s command.47 It is deeply ironic, perhaps even tragic, that his divine 
mission was the genesis of his conviction for capital impiety. 

However that may be, the distinction between obedient love and fear of the 
consequences of disobedience, on the one hand, and between the antithetical 
understandings of sophia and logos in the New Testament and classical 
philosophy, on the other hand, raises the awkward fact that Aristotle nowhere 
lists piety as a moral virtue (all moral virtues are acquired and maintained 
through habituation and are thus voluntary) and that greatness of soul 
(megalopsuchia) is said to be the kosmos of the virtues whilst mikropsuchia, 
which is often translated as humility, is classified as a vice and labeled as 
erroneous conduct.48 One could say that the analogous missing virtue in the 
Christian conception is thumos. To this one could add that without a sufficient, 
direct awareness of these two incompatible conceptions of moral virtue, one 
would be hard-pressed to understand the revolution produced by Machiavelli’s 
presentation of his moral virtues in Prince 16-23 and the argument he makes 
in introducing them in Prince 15—a topic I have broached above and to which 
I will have recourse to return below. Here it is sufficient to point out that the 
revolution consists in Machiavelli’s focus on the “prince’s relationship with 
others, not on his own perfection.”49 The “effectual truth” of his focus is on 
statecraft, not soulcraft: Machiavellian virtù is primarily concerned with how 
the prince “should be with subjects and with friends” (NM, P. 15).50 

But to come back to Athens for a moment longer: Greek or ancient or 
classical philosophy makes it clear that human beings, or at least some human 
beings, have direct access to wisdom outside of God, or at least outside of a 
strong connection to the divine: “Aristotle did not leave room, intentionally or 
unintentionally, for a revealed teaching which could be added to his rational 
teaching.”51 In the Metaphysics, Aristotle describes the science or knowledge 
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being sought as divine52 and explicitly identifies it with sophia;53 he also makes 
a point of saying that someone other than God, namely a human being, could 
come to fully possess this science or knowledge.54 Human beings can possess 
(divine) wisdom without divine assistance; the scope of human knowledge 
encompasses the knowledge that is reserved for God; investigation of the 
divine by the human is not impiety but the most fully human of endeavors. 
This teaching appears to be fundamentally incompatible with the teaching of 
the Bible. The extreme consequence of Aristotle’s teaching would require of 
a Christian to assert that human beings as human beings could themselves 
reverse the damage to their nature caused by the Fall: although created by 
God, through the divine science human beings becomes ontologically 
independent or free of God. Humanity could heal itself of the wounds of 
sin without recourse to salvation by dismissing God’s prohibition against 
tasting the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, which, when 
consumed together with the fruit from the Tree of Life, would endow them 
with wisdom and immortality: human beings that do not fear death whilst 
being equipped with the sort of sophia that would enable them independently 
not merely to seek but to attain knowledge about divine ousia would, as a 
matter of principle, find redundant the need for divine revelation of salvific 
truths (from the Incarnation of Logos to the Resurrection55) that transcend 
what is discoverable by reason alone.56 They would further judge this neither 
to constitute rebellion or disobedience, nor to be a product of self-deception. 
One could say that a traditional Christian taking seriously Aristotle would 
put himself in the untenable position of having to make the nonsensical 
claim that the logos of classical philosophy incorporates the Logos of the New 
Testament, with human beings effectively becoming God,57 instead of an 
image or likeness of His inexpressible glory.58 

SEMPITERNAL OTHERNESS

The exegetical detour having been completed, as it were, we can begin 
again—palin eks arches—as Socrates says. Recall the proposition I put 
forward earlier with the assistance of Strauss and Manent: to belong fully 
to Europe, a nation’s initial encounter between Jerusalem and Athens must 
have (i) occurred at the right time and under the right set of circumstances 
and (ii) effectually been accepted as an integral part of its identity. 
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We have seen that this had very much to do with the understanding of 
wisdom and love and whether this understanding could be gained in the 
marketplace (human guidance) or the temple (divine guidance). The initial 
encounter was predicated on the proposition that a life of obedient love was 
incompatible with a life of free inquiry (and vice versa), and its implication 
that a harmonization, much less a synthesis, of these two positions as originally 
understood was impossible: the syncretic attempt made by Philo of Alexandria 
and his followers is ultimately unpersuasive. Still, European civilization, 
which became in due course Western civilization, is at least partially if not 
largely the result of the dialogue between the two understandings—a dialogue 
replete with tension and dynamism that continued virtually unabated for a 
millennium or more. By the nineteenth century, this fundamental issue had 
been largely set aside or answered in a way that serious proponents of either 
Jerusalem or Athens would have found unacceptable. By the middle of the 
last century, much of Europe had begun to practice en masse what until then 
had been the reserve of the few: “atheistic humanism.”59 

And so we can now come directly to the matter at hand.60 With regards 
to the initial encounter of the Serb nation with Jerusalem and Athens, 
the key seems to be whether or not Greek and its successor Latin was 
introduced and retained as languages accessible to educated human 
beings—what contemporary political science terminology would call a 
segment of the elite. When Christianity spread to the western Balkans 
thanks to the evangelization efforts of Saints Cyril and Methodius and 
their various disciples, the Gospel was translated into the vernacular and 
the liturgy was celebrated in what has come to be known as Old or Church 
Slavonic in various parts of the region. However, for reasons having 
to do largely with the Great Schism and the prevalence of Latin as the 
language of ecclesiastical and state administration in the areas inhabited 
by the Croats and Slovenes, these nations gained familiarity with the 
lingua franca of Europe and thence gained access to Greek through, 
inter alia, the penetration of various Roman Catholic religious orders 
and congregations. This allowed them, at least in theory, to have direct 
access to the original “Platonic defense of philosophy” (Manent’s term) 
and come to accept its legitimacy if not to be persuaded by it. Contrast 
this to the Serbs: choice and circumstance ensured that, by and large, we 
were never given the opportunity to absorb in a serious way Greek, much 
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less Latin. Our version of Christianity was for too long unable to meet 
directly with ancient philosophy, much less to take seriously its original 
self-defense.61 

When this encounter finally did take place—in the nineteenth century—
philosophy’s highest representatives were Hegel (and his pupil Marx), 
Mill, and Nietzsche (and not soon after, Heidegger). As a result, until 
almost yesterday we Serbs could hardly have been expected to be aware 
of—much less come to terms with—the writings originally produced in 
the classical languages. We failed to inherit even the echoes of the Platonic 
defense of philosophy that were residually present in some Byzantine 
circles during the centuries of national sovereignty we experienced in 
the medieval period: our liturgical, canonical, and theological texts were 
presented to us originally in such a way as to effectually cut us off from 
the rich diapason of the Byzantine tradition, as were our various royal 
charters and legal codes.62 There were exceptions, of course, but these 
by and large demonstrate the veracity of the general point: literacy in 
Greek was not part of the bequest of sovereignty and did not become part 
of the legacy of the founders of our nation, including Saint Sava, who 
was responsible for securing the autocephaly of the Serbian Orthodox 
Church (and whose father and brother were responsible for securing the 
sovereignty of the Serb nation).

After this initial period of statehood, there came five centuries of 
occupation by an empire that was not European. Most Serbs think of 
our Ottoman experience as having been almost entirely negative on 
the grounds that it tore us further away from Europe (a proposition 
predicated on the supposition that we were somehow ever a part of the 
European mainstream). Most of the Serb nation was entirely isolated 
from Europe; most of those parts that were not were allowed to settle in 
European lands by imperial masters based in Vienna (and elsewhere) and 
were treated primarily as a military shield against the Ottoman Empire: 
the advancement of learning, to borrow from Francis Bacon, can hardly 
be said to have been prioritized in circumstances in which the authorities 
prized thumos much higher than logos. Unsurprisingly, no Antemurale 
Christianitatis ever gained renown in the annals of history for having 
produced men of great learning or erudition. Neither did Rumelia, in the 
classical Ottoman conception of the term. 
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We Serbs heroically regained our liberty and our sovereignty in stages 
over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. There were 
periods of truly wondrous triumphs but also moments of heartbreaking 
tragedy and even flashes of unbecoming cruelty and delinquency that 
appeared for all the world to be incompatible with the conceptions 
of justice of both Jerusalem and Athens. The main point here is to 
underline that at virtually no time did our experience with constitutional 
monarchy, royal dictatorship, fascist and communist totalitarianism, and 
ultranationalist despotism attach (or reattach) us as a nation to the main 
currents of Europe. At the same time, we were always aware of the fact that 
Europe was near us, that we were close to it, and that some of our nation’s 
neighbors belonged to it.

Today we Serbs struggle with all the usual problems associated with 
what is called by contemporary Western political scientists a “transition to 
democracy” as well as a challenging set of unique problems rooted in the 
fact that our nation resides on the outskirts of Europe. Thus, for us the 
consequences of not belonging fully to Europe is that Europe in particular 
and the West in general is seen in the Serb lands as somehow being both 
attractive and foreign.63 At most we can say that our nation’s journey has 
stopped short of its destination: the sinuous road to Europe has never 
been paved, much less completed. A sense of exteriority—of sempiternal 
otherness—in relation to Europe predominates still. 

PARTICULARISM AND BLINDNESS

Before proceeding to the end of these particular considerations, perhaps it 
may be helpful to elaborate on a distinction first suggested by Homer—a 
distinction between the more spiritual, Odyssean-like character of today’s 
Europe—of the West—and the more corporeal, Iliadic-like character of the 
nations of not only the Balkans but the Caucasus as well. 

In the Homeric works, the great poet of ancient Greece shows that the 
hero of the Odyssey is a complete man (anthropos) even in the Iliad, where 
his quality of making the maximum use of whatever natural aptitude for 
reason he has is shown not to be persuasive to Achilles, the hero of the 
Iliad. Achilles’ capacity to exercise reason (logos) is clouded by his all-
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encompassing thumos, whereas Odysseus’ strong thumos is kept under 
control by his even stronger logos. Odysseus is a less magnificent, less 
corporeal, more tamed, and more fully formed human being. The next step 
is made by Plato. In the Apology of Socrates, Socrates compares himself to 
Odysseus: the model for the Socratic hero is the Odyssean one.64 

Consider that in the Iliad, the people (demos) are never given the choice 
of whether they should follow Agamemnon, Achilles, et. al., whereas the 
consent of the demos is essential to the completion of Odysseus’ mission as 
outlined by Teiresias—still the authoritative mouthpiece of the gods even 
in death—when Odysseus visits him in Hades as recounted in the Odyssey 
(XI:90-151). The consent of the demos is the will of the gods. But who is 
the mouthpiece of the mouthpiece? Homer, of course. The poet. Homer 
portrays himself to be the only human being to be able to transcend the 
commonly-held opinions of his own time, a fundamental point in line with 
what Aristotle says is the task of the poet: “to speak of what sort of things 
would come to be, of what is possible according to the likely or the necessary” 
(Arist., Poet. 1451a36-37). Ultimately, only Homer can cause the hero—the 
“resourceful” and polytropic statesman Odysseus—to modify the nomoi of 
the demos. Only the rational poet can change the heretofore unquestioned 
traditions or opinions of irrational and non-poetic men. Homer is thus the 
first politically responsible human being. His authority moved an entire 
civilization: his authority established the moral distance between the Greeks 
and the barbaroi. One could say that the poet opened up the possibility for 
the statesman to lead responsibly a nation out of the darkness of Antigone’s 
autochthonic path to self-destruction rooted in a sort of unchanging and 
ignorant particularism. In this understanding—to borrow from Alfred 
North Whitehead—we might characterize in a general way the philosophic 
tradition of statecraft as consisting of a series of footnotes to Homer.65 

Now, Homer’s Teiresias was the mouthpiece of the gods of the Greeks. 
For us Serbs, the effectual mouthpiece of our god, of the Trinitarian God as 
understood by the teachings of the Serbian Orthodox Church, was for a long 
time Patriarch Pavle. More than almost anyone else in his time, he helped to 
shape responsibly and authentically the attitudes, emotions, and opinions 
of the Serb demos instead of merely reflecting them as has recently been too 
often the case. During the entirety of his stewardship of the throne of Saint 
Sava, which lasted from 1990 to 2009, the patriarch tried to moderate the 
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harshly Iliadic nomoi of the Serb nation—of the Serb demos—by setting 
the standard of right or just conduct that is not predicated on the approach 
taken by the likes of Antigone. To speak in political terms: properly-formed 
poets guide the less gifted to accept if not to understand what the more 
gifted understand without poetic adornment. 

I remember the words he spoke in 1993 in Vienna on the centenary 
of the consecration of our first church in the capital of Mitteleuropa—the 
same day we Serbs liturgically commemorate the martyrdom of the fallen 
heroes of the 1389 Battle of Kosovo: “evil men deserve not to be preserved 
but to perish. For according to Christ’s teaching, an evil man is dead even 
as he walks this ground, and the righteous man, who has laid down his 
life for justice, is forever alive before the living God.” His statements were 
consistently on the side of the good and the just. “Do not listen to one 
side only, give ear to all, learn the whole truth, and then judge. We must 
never accept a half-truth,” said the patriarch at a sermon pronounced at 
the Gračanica monastery in central Kosovo in 1999, an awful year for the 
Serb nation. “Let us not justify ourselves by blaming others,” the patriarch 
often repeated, including on that occasion. To put this another way: for 
every nation to understand itself and its place in the world, it is necessary 
to understand other nations as they understand themselves. 

This brief examination of Patriarch Pavle’s pronouncements warrants 
the judgment that he would have wholly agreed that the future should lie 
in a moderate sort of nationalism that is not rooted in the dismal soil of 
suspicion but rather in what has been made on top of that soil. Additional 
evidence in favor of such an interpretation is provided by the condemnation 
of the conflation between church and nation—known as phyletism or 
ethnophyletism—at the 1872 Holy and Greater Synod of Constantinople, 
whereby it became integral to the Orthodox canonical tradition.66  
This canonical decree approaches Ernest Renan’s articulation of the 
distinction between the French conception of the nation as a free choice 
or an “everyday plebiscite” and the German conception of the nation as a 
community of language and race given to “ethnographic and archeological 
politics,” as Manent put it—a destructive notion of the nation as autochthony. 
However, the contrast is not simply that between the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ 
versions of the nation, for “that which defines precisely the problem of the 
nation is that the nation comports at the same time the German idea and 
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the French idea: [the nation] is always the difficult amalgamation of birth 
and liberty.”67 This in turn requires the realization that blindness to one’s 
errors is compatible only with barbarism. The patriarch had never wished 
to become like many of his flock, driven by thumos—whether it in various 
baser forms, the all-encompassing version represented by Achilles, or the 
versions praised by the likes of Plato and Machiavelli. 

Now, amongst the Serbs as amongst the people of the Caucasus there 
is a long tradition of admiring thumoeidetic heroism. With regards to the 
former, it is enough to refer here to The Mountain Wreath, an epic written 
in 1847 in the classical style by Prince-Bishop Petar Petrović-Njegoš,68  
a masterwork both praised and disparaged for its treatment of three distinct 
civilizational realities: the Serb, the Ottoman, and the European. A great 
admirer of Njegoš was the twentieth-century Serb poet, Dušan Matić, who 
became friends with my father thanks to an introduction made by our Nobel 
laureate Ivo Andrić. Frequently my father would remind me of the title of one 
of Matić’s books: The Past Last A Long Time. My father, himself a poet, would 
then frequently add his own corollary: “and the future arrives with difficulty.” 

EFFECTUAL TRUTH

With these words of poets in mind, we can take a few steps back and begin 
again for the final time, as it were, by making a restatement: to understand 
the outcome of the Second Karabakh War requires at least a grasp, if not an 
understanding, of what Machiavelli called the “effectual truth.”69 Although 
Machiavelli did not phrase it this way, it seems clear to me that a necessary 
part of effectual truth as he sees it is that history never ends, the future is 
uncertain, one’s friends are always imperfect, power politics never go away, 
and no political cause is ever truly just. From this we can derive an important 
Machiavellian lesson: consistently guarding against the temptation to push 
aside the moderating insubordination of the ways of the world ought not to be 
seen as either reactionary cynicism or treason; but rather as a commonsensical 
and healthy caution against championing for a world as it never could be and 
advocating the use of all means to get there. This is effectually what happened 
to the Armenians, who managed to bluff themselves into a corner from which 
they could not extricate themselves: “Armenian statecraft [...] revealed itself 
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as a mix of delusional self-confidence and naive sentimentality [that led it] 
voluntarily to pursue self-destructive policies.”70 This assessment is consistent 
with Aristotle’s understanding of tragedy.

Making use of the aforementioned commonsensical and healthy caution 
does not mean turning away from one’s past achievements, but rather turning 
to face the real prospect of being outflanked because of one’s inability to learn 
from past mistakes. What was required most was a clinical examination of what 
could not be achieved. It is still what is most required. And this requirement is 
exactly what was and is for the most part still not being fulfilled in too many 
corners of Armenian society. The national starting point for the Armenians, 
it seems to me, remains autochthony in combination with an allegiance to a 
halcyon past that fell to the wayside centuries, nay, millennia ago, and has no 
chance whatsoever of making a comeback. By this point in our inquiry, the 
tragic danger of falsely equating blind ambition with thumos misunderstood 
as virtù should be clear. 

Perhaps the fundamental lesson that can be derived from the statecraft 
of Azerbaijan and the statesmanship of Ilham Aliyev is that the conquest 
of a nation’s past represents the liberation of its future liberty. In the case of 
Azerbaijan, the result is plain to see: an exonerated state and its vindicated 
statesman.71 And having recovered last year what had been taken nearly 30 
years ago, it should come as no surprise that Aliyev has stated on various 
occasions that the territorial conflict over Karabakh is now resolved. In a 
strict sense it is but in a broader one it is not: the underlying conflict between 
Armenia anf Azerbaijan remains in some sense unresolved. One can say that 
the 10 November 2021 tripartite statement is more than a narrow ceasefire 
agreement but less than a general peace treaty: strictly speaking, only its first 
article deals with the cessation of hostilities in Karabakh; the others lay out 
various concrete measures aiming towards a future predicated implicitly on the 
establishment of peaceful relations between two sovereign states: Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. On the first anniversary of the end of the Second Karabakh War, 
a formal peace agreement remains elusive, but by no means illusive. Over the 
past year, Baku has made it clear that political autonomy or any other form of 
special status for Karabakh is no longer on the table, with Aliyev underlining, 
rightly, that the 10 November 2020 tripartite statement contains no reference 
to status.72 That being said, Baku has over the past year signaled at times a 
readiness to build a principled peace with justice by doing the thing that peace 
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requires: demonstrating magnanimity and goodwill and, ultimately, achieving 
reconciliation with one’s main adversary. His postwar rhetoric has not been 
flawless, but the thrust of his statements—his signaling—has been clear. For 
instance, on 25 June 2021, Aliyev told the foreign ministers of Austria, Lithuania, 
and Romania that “if we don’t have a peace agreement with Armenia that means 
we don’t have peace not only between the two countries but also in the South 
Caucasus. But we need peace and sustainable development and predictability, 
zero risk of war.”73 On 28 September 2021, Aliyev spoke of the need to “start to 
work on delimitation and demarcation of the borders, to start preparing for 
negotiations, comprehensive negotiations on peace agreement with Armenia” 
whilst underlining that “autonomy” is “off the table.”74 Until very recently, 
Yerevan had shown scant interest in reciprocating with similar such signals of 
its own: this has been perfectly understandable, given the tumultuous nature of 
the country’s domestic political situation, which only began to stabilize over the 
summer. Obviously, doing so remains perceived as being fraught with perilous 
difficulties. Armenian prime minister Nikol Pashinyan’s speech to a meeting 
of the Commonwealth of Independent States on 15 October 2021 in Minsk 
could portend a great shift in both Yerevan’s public messaging and its policy 
towards Baku. If this turns out to be the case, then it will be welcomed indeed, 
for Armenia’s tragedy would be compounded if it were to continue choosing to 
meet Azerbaijan’s outstretching hand with a clenched fist. 

Still, there is much talk of contestation and revenge in some Armenian 
circles—of rebuffing Azerbaijani overtures and instead choosing to pursue 
a strategy whose sole object would be to overturn the effectually definitive 
result of the Second Karabakh War. One intention of this essay has been to 
demonstrate the futility of the pursuit of that option, whose success would be 
predicated on the instauration of novel geopolitical circumstances that Yerevan 
simply does not have the capability to engender, much less set in motion. 

Yet there are Armenians in positions of power or influence who nonetheless 
believe the opposite. By way of conclusion, we can lay out what, at a minimum, 
this sort of thinking would need to entail in practice. First, either the sudden 
discovery of massive hydrocarbon deposits (or its equivalent) in Armenia or 
the country’s rapid transformation into the Singapore of the Silk Road region. 
Second, the aptitude to safely and thus successfully push Turkey back out of 
the South Caucasus. Third, the ability to incentivize the West to engage in 
the region more seriously than it ever has.75 And fourth, the wherewithal 
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to entice Russia to actively and exclusively support Armenia’s maximalist 
position by any means necessary—up to and including a readiness to 
engage in an offensive military campaign against Azerbaijan (and almost 
certainly Turkey) for the sake of land it has consistently recognized as being 
Azerbaijan’s sovereign territory. 

We cannot leave it unsaid that a necessary prerequisite to the successful 
instauration of these novel geopolitical circumstances on the part of Armenia 
would be the wholescale political isolation, economic constriction, and 
military disassembly of Azerbaijan taking place more or less concurrently 
with the above. This is, of course, effectually impossible; frankly, it would 
require the sort of divine intercession that so far has been limited primarily 
to the works and days of Moses and David: the founder and re-founder of a 
nation whose uniqueness is unbreakably tied to its covenantal status as ‘am 
‘olam—the eternal nation—or, as Strauss once defined it, of having “one’s 
roots deep in the oldest past and committed to a future beyond all futures.”76 
We can therefore only hope that sagacity and common sense prevail in 
Yerevan, for it would truly be foolhardy for Armenia henceforth to advocate, 
much less pursue, policies that would compound the effects of what amounts 
to a capitulation by burdening another generation of its citizens with the 
perpetuation of eschatological illusions and the reality of poverty. Verily, 
“it takes a particular kind of impudence to prescribe again the cure to the 
disease that incapacitated the patient and brought him close to death.”77 

No better way to end this essay rises to the mind than to refer to a passage 
in the magnum opus of the national historian of republican Rome, Titus 
Livy, now more often than not remembered, if at all, as a literary foil in the 
service of the execution of Machiavelli’s virtù:

I would ask each of my readers to devote his earnest 
attention to these subjects: what life and morals were 
like; through what sort of men and by which sort of arts, 
employed both at home and in war, empire was established 
and enlarged. Then let him note the gradual passage of 
discipline, as it were, and the decaying standard of morals, 
at first little by little and then more and more rapidly, and 
finally the start of the downward plunge, until we arrive 
at the present-day, where we can endure neither our vices 
nor their remedies. What is especially salubrious and 
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fruitful in consuming knowledge of past deeds is that you 
behold, in a clear light, every sort of experience set forth 
as if on a conspicuous monument; from these documented 
examples you may choose for yourself and your state what 
to grasp and imitate, and also to avoid that which is marked 
as disgraceful in its inception and disgraceful in its result 
(Livy, Ab urbe cond. I:Pr.9-10).
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by identifying convincingly some other civilizational characteristic unique to Europe 
or to assert that Europe is nothing more than a geographical designation.
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both Jerusalem and Athens. It is hardly sufficient, even for present purposes, to note that 
eros (and somewhat to a lesser extent philia) is foreign to the New Testament as much as 
agape is to classical philosophy. But we should leave it at that for reasons of space.

59. See Henri de Lubac, Le drame de l‘humanité athée (Paris: Éditions Spes, 1944).
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a prevalent sense of sempiternal otherness characterizes the Orthodox world’s 
disposition towards the institutions of representative democracy, for they are in truth 
allochthonic to our traditions of statecraft. As a matter of historical fact, we played no 
part in their original conception, initial construction, and subsequent development. 
We can go still further: no Orthodox country is today a representative democracy. 
The objection on constitutional grounds—namely that the nations in question operate 
politically with institutional frameworks characteristic of democracies—is rooted in 
either sophistry or ignorance. Either way, this (and any similar) objection is evidently 
dismissible on the basis of an examination of, inter alia, the substance of parliamentary 
conduct and discourse, the state of press freedom, the protections accorded to 
individual rights, and the level of corruption in the West and making the appropriate 
comparisons vis à vis the Orthodox world. The best that can be said is that these 
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64. The key to uncovering this requires an exegetical treatment of the phrase “from an oak 
or a rock” as employed by Socrates (Pl., Ap. 34d2-4), which is found twice in Homer: 
once in the Iliad (Hom., Il. XXII:126), and once in the Odyssey (Hom., Od. XIX:163). 
A full treatment is beyond the scope of this essay. Here it is enough to say that in 
the Iliad, the phrase is uttered by Hector near the end of a soliloquy that precedes 
his battle with Achilles in which he is killed. In the Odyssey, Penelope employs the 
phrase during a coded conversation with a man she strongly suspects, rightly, to be 
her long-lost husband Odysseus in disguise. Socrates rejects the Achillean model 
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Socrates are resourceful in speech, and both are unsuccessful in their attempts to 
reason with those who look up to the heroic ideals of the Iliad. Both possess virtue or 
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of the human situation and its place in the natural order of things (the kosmos). What 
is arguably most Socratic about Odysseus is his polutropia: in Plato’s Lesser Hippias, 
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a phrase Saul Bellow wrote of Jean-Paul Sartre in From Jerusalem and Back: “a great 
deal of intelligence can be invested in ignorance when the need for illusion is deep.” I 
was reminded of the existence of this sentence upon reading the missive written by the 
author referenced in the succeeding footnote. 

77. Jirair Libaridian, “Response to Vahan Zanoyan,” The Armenian Mirror-Spectator, 
February 7, 2021, https://mirrorspectator.com/2021/02/07/jirair-libaridians-response-
to-vahan-zanoyan/.

Statecraft, European Belonging, and the Second Karabakh War


	_Hlk82177375

