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Abstract
The dependence of de facto states/breakaway-territories on external patrons is well-
established, but we lack detailed knowledge of the dynamics of these hierarchical 
relationships, including opportunities for client agency. Through a comparative study 
of two patron–client relationships that had reached a crisis point, this article examines 
how the weaker client responds when at odds with its patron. Drawing on original 
data, including archival sources and interviews, it provides a bottom-up analysis of 
the relationship between Serbia and Republika Srpska after the signing of the Dayton 
Peace Agreement and between Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh immediately after the 
2020 war. The out-of-equilibrium behaviour presents an opportunity for analysing the 
underlying mechanisms of patron–client relationships. In both cases, the crisis resulted 
in deep mistrust of the patron, but the de facto states were unable to sever links. 
They were constrained by a lack of reliable alternative supporters, continued patron 
dependence and powerful ethno-nationalist narratives. Non-recognition added to the 
client’s weakness, yet we still find clear examples of agency: external supporters were 
courted, and patrons were pressured through obstruction or appeals to its domestic 
forces. What resulted was a renegotiated, less hierarchical relationship. The article 
adds to our understanding of patron–client relationships, including those involving non-
sovereign entities where an effective patronage monopoly still exists. It contributes 
to the existing literature with typologies of patron–client crises and client strategies 
for reclaiming autonomy, and with detailed empirical evidence of client agency and 
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constraining factors, and by demonstrating the potential leverage of some of the 
weakest international actors.

Keywords
de facto states, patron–client, hierarchy, state sovereignty, conflict, international 
relations

What happens when a patron fails to deliver on key promises, or if a patron and its client 
diverge on existential issues? How much autonomy does the less powerful client have in 
this hierarchical relationship? Moreover, how are these dynamics affected by a context 
of non-recognition? Patron–client relationships are commonplace in international rela-
tions, but the framework is rarely applied beyond a state-centric focus. However, such 
relationships are of significant importance in conflicts involving de facto states (Berg 
and Vits, 2018; Kolstø, 2020; Kosienkowski, 2019). Nearly all breakaway territories owe 
their continued survival to the support of a powerful patron. This patron, usually a neigh-
bouring state, provides economic, diplomatic and, most importantly, military support 
that sustains their de facto independence. Examples include Russia’s support for 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia (Georgia), Armenia’s support for Nagorno Karabakh 
(Azerbaijan) and Turkey’s support for Northern Cyprus. Despite the importance of this 
relationship, its dynamics and underlying mechanisms remain under-analysed.

The relationship between de facto states and their patron is akin to a contractual rela-
tionship in which the contested entities, and their leaders, receive vital resources in return 
for relinquishing a degree of autonomy. The underlying dynamics share many similari-
ties with relationships between small- and medium-sized states and their hegemonic 
powers. In both cases, the fluid nature of the relationship reflects, and affects, the contes-
tation and re-ordering of regional and global hierarchies (see, for example, Adler-Nissen 
and Zarakol, 2021). Due to the covert nature of some forms of patron support for the de 
facto states, the relationship comes closest to what has been termed an informal hierar-
chy (Hobson and Sharman, 2005; Lake, 1996) although there may be more formalised 
elements, especially if the patron recognises its client’s independence. These relation-
ships are defined by the power imbalance between the patron and the client, but they are 
also mutually beneficial, and this reciprocity sustains the patron–client relationship (see, 
for example, Carney, 1989; Shoemaker and Spanier, 1984). However, behind the shared 
interests, there is often ‘an informal reality of tensions, disagreements and shifting direc-
tions of influence’ (Bercovitch, 1991). Such tensions can reach a crisis point 
(Kosienkowski, 2019), which presents a moment of significant danger for de facto states, 
but also an opportunity for change. As Schoemaker and Spanier (1984: 8) point out, 
crises are the key mechanism for change in patron–client relations as they ‘dispel the 
shrouds that cloak the extent of commitment of both patron and client’. Moreover, as 
Lake (1996: 9) argues, an informal hierarchical relationship, becomes more evident in 
‘out-of-equilibrium’ behaviour: the patron controls become manifest only once the client 
tests its dependence.
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In this article, we examine how de facto states respond when they are at odds with 
their patrons: if they no longer share the same goals, or the patron is unwilling or unable 
to provide the resources they need to survive. Do they find another more reliable external 
supporter, do they have the leverage to effect a change in the patron’s position, or are 
they able to renegotiate the relationship in other ways? We examine these questions 
through an in-depth comparative study of two cases of patron–client relations that had 
reached a crisis point, two examples of ‘out-of-equilibrium’ behaviour: (1) the relation-
ship between Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh following the significant territorial losses 
suffered in the 2020 war, and (2) between the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Serbia) 
and Republika Srpska following the signing of the 1995 Dayton Peace agreement. 
Following the 2020 war, Nagorno Karabakh found itself in a much weaker position: fac-
ing severe threats to its security and suspecting its patron of being willing to accept 
Azerbaijani control over the entity. The Dayton agreement, which led to the reintegration 
of Republika Srpska into Bosnia-Herzegovina, was negotiated by the patron against the 
wishes of the entity’s leaders and fell short of the independence they had demanded. The 
empirical analysis draws on a range of primary and secondary sources, including inter-
views and archival sources.

Most of the existing literature on de facto states and their external patrons has drawn 
on single-case studies (see, for example, Kanol and Köprülü, 2017) and stressed the cli-
ent’s significant dependence (Kolstø and Blakkisrud, 2008). The agency of the de facto 
state is sometimes noted: they actively seek support from the patron (Kolstø, 2020) and 
they have various strategies for countering the patron’s influence (Caspersen, 2008). 
However, there is a gap in the literature when it comes to more detailed analyses of the 
relationship and its underlying mechanisms, including opportunities for the client to 
increase its autonomy, as well as constraints on such agency and catalysts for change. 
The patron–client framework has predominantly been used for analysing Cold War rela-
tionships between the competing superpowers and their client states (see, for example, 
Ladwig, 2017; Westad, 2005). These clients were constrained by their dependence on the 
patron (see, for example, Carney, 1989; Rodman, 1997), yet the potential leverage of the 
weaker states is frequently mentioned in this literature: the potential to defect to the other 
superpower gave the client useful bargaining power (see, for example, Wong, 2020). 
More recent applications of the framework, to hierarchical power relations between 
small- and medium-sized states and global powers, also emphasise the client’s leverage, 
again with a focus on alternative patrons and possible goods substitution (see, for exam-
ple, Adler-Nissen et al., 2021; Cooley and Nexon, 2020; Veenendaal, 2017). We expect 
the context of non-recognition to result in even more constrained agency for the de facto 
states. It leaves them with fewer alternative external supporters (Caspersen, 2012), and 
loss of support would threaten their survival as de facto independent entities (Berg and 
Vits, 2018).

Analysing the impact of a profound challenge to the patron–client relationship helps 
us uncover the dynamics of this relationship and the options available, or not, to de facto 
states. By moving beyond the dominant state-centric focus of the patron–client frame-
work (Biermann, 2024), the article adds to our understanding of hierarchical relation-
ships in the international system, including those involving non-sovereign entities, and 
the agency of some of its weakest actors. The article examines a range of strategies 
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deployed by clients and the constraints faced. This includes but also goes beyond the 
usual focus on the availability of alternative patrons. The cases of Republika Srpska 
(1995–1997) and Nagorno Karabakh (2020–2022) are well-suited for a comparative 
analysis of how de facto states respond when at odds with their patrons. In both cases, the 
de facto authorities had previously demonstrated considerable agency, sometimes openly 
defying their patron (Caspersen, 2008). The patron states were both kinstates, and the 
shared ethnicity had been argued to give the client more leverage (Caspersen, 2008; 
Waterbury, 2021). However, the two cases differ on variables that we would expect to 
affect their responses to the patron, including the type of patron–client crisis experi-
enced, the severity of the security threat faced, the degree of economic dependence on 
the patron and the availability of alternative external supporters.

The article proceeds as follows: we first develop a theoretical framework for analys-
ing the agency of de facto states, including a typology of patron–client crises and possi-
ble client responses, and we identify factors expected to affect the agency of the weaker 
party. We then present our case selection and the methods used. The empirical analysis 
falls in the following three parts: (1) reactions in the de facto states; (2) strategies for 
protecting autonomy or ensuring greater patron compliance, and the constraints faced; 
and (3) the dynamics of the renegotiated relationship. Despite differences between the 
two de facto states, we find striking similarities in their responses. In both Nagorno 
Karabakh and Republika Srpska, the perceived failure of the patron resulted in deep 
mistrust, yet the de facto states were constrained in their ability to defy or break from 
their benefactor. This was a result of their continued dependence on the patron, when it 
came to security, the economy or the political survival of individual leaders. We show 
how these constraints are compounded by non-recognition. We also demonstrate the 
importance of factors not usually explored in the patron–client literature, including the 
constraining influence of ethno-national ties. Although the agency of the client is con-
strained, it is not without significance, and we point to important drivers of change in the 
relationship. Despite the weakness of the client, what we see in both cases is a renegoti-
ated, less hierarchical patron–client relationship.

Hierarchy, dependence and agency in Patron–client 
relationships

Most authors define patron–client relationships according to four interlinked character-
istics: reciprocity, asymmetry, compliance and affectivity (Veenendaal, 2017; see also 
Kaufman, 1974). The relationship is based on a degree of reciprocal exchange ‘both 
immediate and in the coming future’ (Hicken, 2011: 292). It is a form of a ‘vertically 
structured pact’ (Holden, 2004: 20) in which the patron provides resources the client 
lacks. Most patron–client literature has focused on how the patron guarantees the secu-
rity of its weaker client in an unsafe environment (Shoemaker and Spanier, 1984: 14). 
However, patrons also provide diplomatic and economic support, thereby helping the 
client build internal and external legitimacy (see, for example, Veenendaal, 2017). Due 
to their contested status, de facto states face a persistent threat of forceful reintegration 
and external military support is vital for their survival. The patrons also supply other 
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resources needed for the entity to survive (see, for example, De Waal, 2018; Kolstø, 
2020). This includes helping to fill the resource gap resulting from relative international 
isolation, for example, by providing diplomatic and consular networks, mobility of 
goods and people, telecommunications and international banking (Blakkisrud and 
Kolstø, 2012; Blakkisrud et al., 2021). The benefits the patron gets in return are more 
varied but may include strategic advantage and ideological convergence (Shoemaker and 
Spanier, 1984: 18–19; Carney, 1989: 49).

Despite this reciprocity, the relationship is hierarchical and highly asymmetrical. 
Patrons have far greater capacity than their clients do, and the benefits derived from the 
relationship are also unbalanced: for the client, the support from the patron is often of 
crucial importance, whereas for the patron, the client is often merely an asset (Veenendaal, 
2017: 567). For de facto states, and their leaders, patron state support is a question of 
survival (Berg and Vits, 2018), while the patron will weigh support for its client against 
other demands and counter-pressures (Caspersen, 2008). The hierarchical nature of the 
relationship is reinforced by the de facto state’s lack of international recognition. 
Sovereignty as a norm prohibits relations of authority between states (Lake, 2017), but 
de facto states are not even equal to their patron in a formal sense.

Both asymmetry and reciprocity are linked to the third characteristic of patron–client 
relations: compliance. The client willingly puts aside some aspects of its agency, without 
coercion from the patron, based on the expected benefits of the relationship. This makes 
the patron–client relationship distinct from one of dependency (Carney, 1989: 43). 
Although highly unequal, it is a ‘bargaining relationship in which each state tries to 
extract from the other valuable concessions at a minimal cost’ (Shoemaker and Spanier, 
1984: 24). Like other clients, the de facto state will court the patron state to ensure con-
tinued support, while also trying to reduce the costs associated with the relationship. The 
de facto authorities will often publicly express their gratitude to the patron. For example, 
after Russia recognised Abkhazia’s independence in 2008, the entity proclaimed 
President Dimitry Medvedev a hero (Bullough, 2008). However, this gratitude is often 
mixed with wariness of the patron’s influence. Too much compliance is costly; it could 
confirm general perceptions of de facto states as puppets and undermine both internal 
and external legitimacy (Caspersen, 2015; Kolstø, 2020).

Finally, patron–client relationships have an element of affectivity. A form of loyalty 
develops between the patron and the client, which enhances the stability of the relation-
ship (Veenendaal, 2017: 565). Hierarchical relationships are not simply based on power 
and coercion, but also rely on authority: the subordinate state accepts the legitimacy of 
the unequal situation and the resulting obligation to comply (Hobson and Sharman, 
2005: 68–69). For de facto states, this affectivity is sometimes based on shared ethnicity 
(Caspersen, 2008).

Tensions, conflict and client responses

Even though the relationship is marked by both reciprocity and affectivity, we rarely find 
complete consensus between the patron and the client (Caspersen, 2008), and tensions 
and disagreements are commonplace (Bercovitch, 1991). Moreover, goals and priorities 
may change over time, for example, as a result of a leadership change or a shift in 
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resource base. The relationship can also be put under strain by changes in the wider geo-
political context (Shoemaker and Spanier, 1984: 48ff). Open support for a breakaway 
territory can be associated with significant costs for the patron. For example, interna-
tional sanctions were imposed against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, due to its 
involvement in the wars in Croatia and Bosnia (Caspersen, 2008). The patron may decide 
to alter its support for the client if the relationship becomes increasingly costly, if the 
patron faces a reduction in capacity, or if other objectives take priority. Similar dynamics 
have been observed in relations between rebel groups and their external supporters, if the 
conflict escalates out of control and jeopardises the patron’s position (Salehyan, 2010: 
507).

Any conflict with the patron presents a risk to the client (see, for example, Caspersen, 
2010; Gueudet, 2018). However, the severity of the threat depends on the type of patron–
client conflict, as well as the ability of the client to respond. Below we first outline three 
different patron actions, which present different levels of threat to the client, and we then 
examine strategies for the client to protect its autonomy or ensure greater patron 
compliance.

At the extreme end of the spectrum, the patron may choose to completely cut-off its 
support for the de facto state. Such abandonment would, in many cases, pose an immedi-
ate existential threat to the client. For example, one of the main causes of the violent 
downfall of Republika Srpska Krajina, in wartime Croatia, is argued to be its loss of 
patron state support (Kolstø and Pauković, 2014: 9). A more common response would be 
a reduction in economic or military support. For example, both the Georgian breakaway 
regions, Abkhazia and South Ossetia, claim that the level of economic support they 
receive falls short of what they were promised when Russia recognised their independ-
ence (Berg and Vits, 2018). Such a reduction in support may not pose an immediate 
threat to the survival of the de facto state, but it could raise doubts about its future sus-
tainability. Even more damaging, the patron could choose to reduce its military support 
or simply not have the capacity to protect the entity effectively.

Alternatively, the patron may try to make the relationship less costly by forcing its 
client to moderate its position. The asymmetric nature of the relationship gives the patron 
significant leverage, and it could use the threat of reduced support to ensure compliance, 
for example with a negotiated settlement that was otherwise rejected by the de facto 
leadership (Karlén, 2017; see also Lake, 1996). This would threaten the separatist goals 
of the client and constrain the autonomy of its leaders. The ability of the patron to force 
its client to comply is aided by the frequent inclusion of external patrons in peace talks, 
on behalf of or in addition to their unrecognised clients. For example, Armenia negoti-
ated on behalf of Nagorno Karabakh and Turkey is involved in the Cyprus peace talks as 
one of the original guarantor states.

In all three types of patron–client conflict, the patron alters the terms of the pact or 
contract, and we would expect a reaction from the client. The reciprocity of the patron–
client relationship is reduced, and this could lead to a rethink of the relationship and 
trigger the de facto state to assert its independence. Although there is a lack of detailed 
analysis of such strategies in the existing patron–client literature, the following can be 
identified.
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Most of the literature has focused on the strategy of defecting or seeking alternative 
sources of support. If the client is unhappy with its external benefactor, it could abandon 
the patron entirely and replace it with another, more supportive state (Veenendaal, 2017: 
567). Courting alternative patrons may be enough to protect its autonomy, as even the 
possibility of defection provides the client with leverage (Cooley and Nexon, 2020; see 
also Wong, 2020). Veenendaal (2017) has shown how micro-states use their vote in inter-
national organisations as a bargaining chip that can be awarded to the highest bidder. 
Sharman (2017) describes this as ‘à la carte hierarchy’ and notes the unpresented latitude 
weak actors enjoy as a result. In the context of de facto states, Kosienkowski (2019) 
argues that Transnistria, in response to reduced Russian support, had some success pre-
tending to seek an alternative patron. An alternative strategy is for the client to take 
advantage of domestic dynamics within the patron state to protect its autonomy, for 
example, by getting supportive officials, activists, politicians or military officers to lobby 
the patron government (Bercovitch, 1991; Kosienkowski, 2019). They could also make 
use of the affective bond between the two states by appealing directly to the government 
and to public opinion in the patron state (Bercovitch, 1991). A third and final option 
would be to make it more costly for the patron to get the client to comply. This strategy 
is not generally explored in the patron–client literature but follows from the overall argu-
ment and is also supported by the emphasis on the cost of governance, or control, in the 
literature on hierarchical relations (e.g. Lake, 1996). The client could do this either by 
reducing its dependence on the patron, for example, by seeking alternative forms of 
external support, or by using existing resources to obstruct efforts to enforce compliance. 
If successful, the result would be a less hierarchical patron–client relationship (Lake, 
1996).

The choice between these responses is likely to depend on the type of conflict as well 
as the client’s perception of the patron’s intentions. Did the patron lack the capacity to 
protect them, and their demand for independence, or did they deliberately choose not to? 
The possible reactions would range from disappointment and a sense of abandonment, to 
anger and accusations of betrayal. Finally, it will depend on the client’s bargaining power 
and the degree to which its agency is constrained. This is discussed below.

Factors constraining or enabling client agency

Asserting its autonomy comes with significant risks for the client: the de facto authorities 
may enhance their internal legitimacy but could simultaneously undermine their chance 
of retaining independent statehood (Caspersen, 2015). De facto states must navigate the 
tension between dependence and agency (see also Comai, 2018), and the authorities tend 
to know in which areas they must toe the line (Caspersen, 2023; see also Ladwig, 2017). 
However, some de facto states are more constrained than others when it comes to bar-
gaining with their patrons.

In the patron–client literature, the following inter-related factors are argued to be of 
importance. First, the degree of client dependence matters: the more dependent the client 
is on trade, aid or protection, the more responsive it will be to patron state pressure 
(Ladwig, 2017: 57). Significant security threats increase the client’s dependence. As 
Rodman (1997: 97) points out, a client faced with the threat of war will seek to tighten 



8	 European Journal of International Relations 00(0)

its relationship with its patron, as it needs additional capabilities, and will be willing to 
cede autonomy in return. Moreover, the threat of war also increases the patron’s strategic 
interests and makes it more willing to enforce compliance (Rodman, 1997: 35). The flip 
side of this is the value of the relationship to the patron: the more valuable the client, the 
more likely it is to be able to sway the patron (Ladwig, 2017: 212; see also Jacobsen, 
2020). A second factor is the level of control the patron has over the client. This includes 
the patron’s ability to influence who governs the weaker actor (Ladwig, 2017: 290). 
Client agency is constrained if the local leaders depend on the patron for their political 
survival, for example, in cases of ‘double clientelism’ in which domestic patron–client 
networks are financed with resources supplied by the external patron (Veenendaal, 2017: 
567). Third, and finally, the availability of alternative patrons is significant: the more 
potential patrons, the greater the client’s leverage as they can play them off against each 
other (Bercovitch, 1991; Veenendaal, 2017). Cooley and Nexon (2020) argue that the 
West enjoyed a de facto patronage monopoly in the 1990s, which meant that developing 
countries could not exert leverage by threatening defection as they had done during the 
Cold War. However, the decline in US hegemony has ended this monopoly and the 
agency of clients has increased as a result (see also Adler-Nissen et al., 2021). If clients 
are unhappy with the benefits provided by the patron, or the autonomy they must give up 
in return, they can seek alternative patrons as ‘geopolitical hedges’ (Cooley, 2019).

What is the likely effect of non-recognition on the client’s agency? De facto states all 
enjoy territorial control and have access to other resources that can be used to resist 
enforced compliance. Nevertheless, we would expect their agency to be more constrained 
than recognised states. First, the significant security threat faced by many de facto states 
makes them highly dependent on patron support: as Berg and Vits argue it is often a case 
of ‘do or die’ (Berg and Vits, 2018: 393). Second, their lack of recognition and resulting 
international isolation significantly limits the availability of alternative patrons, or other 
sources of external support (Kolstø, 2020; Kosienkowski, 2019). That said, their interna-
tional isolation is relative, not absolute. Many de facto states benefit from diaspora sup-
port (Caspersen, 2012) and may also be able to achieve forms of engagement, without 
recognition, from other recognised states (Berg and Vits, 2018: 398; Ker-Lindsay, 2013; 
see also Dembińska and Mérand, 2019). Moreover, they may have leverage that is not 
available to other weak actors, due to the benefits the patron derives from the relation-
ship. Although the de facto states cannot use their sovereignty as a bargaining chip, their 
strategic value is often significant (see, for example, Graham and Horne, 2012: 10) and 
affectivity is likely to be important if the patron is a kinstate. The shared ethnicity gives 
the client potential leverage, since the patron government could face a domestic backlash 
if seen to abandon the co-ethnics it had vowed to protect (Caspersen, 2008; Waterbury, 
2021).

Even though we expect de facto states to have some bargaining power, de facto state 
must tread carefully not to lose vital support. The following in-depth comparative case 
study of Republika Srpska and Nagorno Karabakh allows us to examine these dynamics 
in depth: how to de facto states react to a perceived failure of the patron to honour its side 
of the bargain, what constraints do they face and what are the dynamics of the resulting 
relationship?
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Case studies: Republika Srpska and Nagorno Karabakh

Both de facto states saw significant patron state involvement from the start, but also ten-
sions and occasional open conflict, culminating in a crisis in the patron–client relation-
ship. These changes in the relationship had many sources, including shifting geopolitical 
circumstances which constrained the two patrons. However, the focus in this article is the 
client and their responses to the crisis. The two cases share many similarities but also 
some important differences, which make them well suited for a comparative study of 
client agency and leverage.

Republika Srpska (RS) was proclaimed on 9 January 1992, but patron state involve-
ment predated this declaration. The Republic of Serbia (hereafter Serbia) – a component 
of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and, from 1992, the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia – played a crucial role in the initial ethno-nationalist mobilisation and arming 
of the local hardliners (Caspersen, 2010). The President of Serbia, Slobodan Milošević, 
had full control over the Yugoslav institutions, including the security apparatus (Ramet, 
2006),1 and the patron provided vital military support to its client (Caspersen, 2010; 
Gueudet, 2022: 31), although always maintaining ‘plausible deniability’ (Vukušić, 
2022). Dependence continued during the war, but the relationship became increasingly 
conflictual from May 1993 when Serbia began using coercive measures to make the RS 
government accept successive peace plans. These plans would guarantee the lifting of 
international sanctions against the patron, but for the client it would mean significant 
territorial losses and an outcome that fell short of its demand for independence (Caspersen, 
2010). Following pressure from the US envoy, Richard Holbrooke to control the RS 
leadership, Milošević brokered the so-called Patriarch Agreement, under the aegis of the 
Serbian Orthodox Church. This agreement, signed on 30 August 1995, endorsed 
Milošević as the lead negotiator in any upcoming peace conference (Donia, 2014: 476; 
Gueudet, 2018). The resulting Serb delegation to the Dayton peace talks was joint in 
name only (see also Chollet, 2007: 75). The top military and political leaders of RS, 
Ratko Mladić and Radovan Karadžić, were already excluded by their ICTY indictments, 
and Milošević also excluded the RS President and Chief of Staff from the delegation. In 
any case, the RS delegation had few opportunities for influencing the outcome as nego-
tiations were carried out behind closed doors between Milošević and Holbrooke (Donia, 
2014: 476). One member of the RS delegation, Nikola Koljević (2014: 544), recalls their 
consternation that the patron leader negotiated and signed a peace agreement that entailed 
the reintegration of RS into the Bosnian state without their approval. Other firsthand 
testimonies similarly refer to frustration, discontent and chaos on the sidelines (Chollet, 
2007: 180).

We see similarly strong patron state involvement in the other case study. The Nagorno 
Karabakh (NK) conflict originated in the contested territory, but the local forces received 
sustained military support from their kinstate Armenia. The two leaderships did not 
always see eye to eye (Caspersen, 2008), but the strong patron support enabled the entity 
to achieve de facto independence from Azerbaijan (Caspersen, 2008). Following the 
1994 ceasefire, Armenia supported NK’s call for full (de jure) independence and 
described itself as a ‘guarantor and supporter of security’ for the Karabakh population. It 
provided both weaponry and training for the local forces and deployed conscripts to the 
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entity (Smolnik, 2016: 223–235). NK also received an estimated 60% of its budget from 
the patron state (Ó Beacháin et al., 2016: 443), and the two economies were increasingly 
integrated (Grono, 2016). The catastrophic defeat in the autumn of 2020 came as a shock. 
The Armenian defence crumbled in the face of a well-equipped Azerbaijani army sup-
ported by Turkey. The entity was on the brink of complete defeat when a Russian-
brokered ceasefire was signed. However, this peace came at a high price: NK had lost 
more than two-thirds of the territory it controlled, and Armenia had to agree to withdraw 
its armed forces from the entity. Instead, a Russian peacekeeping force was to guarantee 
the entity’s security (see, for example, Crisis Group, 2021). Patron state support had 
proved insufficient, and the de facto state found itself in a much weaker position, with 
little prospect for independence.

As noted earlier, the two cases share important similarities: In both cases, the patron 
state is also a kinstate, and ethno-nationalist narratives were central to legitimising both 
the territorial claims made by the de facto state and the patron’s support. At the time of 
the defeat/reintegration, both Nagorno Karabakh and Republika Srpska enjoyed territo-
rial control and had built state-like institutions (see, for example, Caspersen, 2012; 
Gueudet, 2022; Kolstø and Pauković, 2014). Afterwards, we continue to find elements of 
de facto statehood in both cases, despite the differing outcomes. RS maintained a high 
degree of autonomy within Bosnia-Herzegovina, including its own armed forces (until 
2005) and the right to sign parallel agreements with neighbouring states, that is, Serbia. 
In NK, the de facto authorities were in control of what remained of the entity and its 
institutions were still functioning. In both cases, the patron continued to represent its cli-
ent in peace talks.

The two cases differ when it comes to the type of conflict that led to a crisis in the 
relationship, including the patron’s apparent intentions. Armenia tried to defend its cli-
ent, but was unable to do so effectively, while Serbia accepted a peace agreement that 
went against the wishes of its client. Consequently, the leaders of RS could argue that 
they were betrayed by their patron, whereas the leaders of NK were more likely to blame 
lack of preparedness. However, in the aftermath of the 2020 war, the conflict between 
Armenia and NK came to resemble the other case study more closely. In a landmark 
speech in April 2022, the Armenian Prime Minister, Nikol Pashinyan, stated that the 
International Community was asking Armenia to ‘lower the bar’ on the territory’s status. 
This was interpreted by many as laying the groundwork for significant concessions 
(Isayev et al., 2022). In May 2023, this was finally made explicit when Pashinyan stated 
that Armenia was ready to recognise NK as part of Azerbaijan (Shahverdyan, 2023). Yet 
in the immediate aftermath of the war, the patron’s intentions were less clear. We would 
therefore expect a stronger reaction in Republika Srpska than in Nagorno Karabakh. 
However, the two clients also differ when it comes to two factors expected to affect their 
agency and leverage. First, there is a notable difference in the level of security threat. 
NK’s statehood remained contested and fragile: it maintained its claim to full independ-
ence and the threat of forceful reintegration was very real. This threat was borne out by 
the successful September 2023 offensive by the Azerbaijani army, which led to the fall 
of the entity. As a federal entity, RS has been legalised and its situation is a lot less pre-
carious. This could increase its leverage against the patron. However, a second difference 
points in another direction: RS had few options when it came to alternative sources of 
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support, whereas NK enjoyed significant support from the sizable Armenian diaspora 
and could court Russia as a potential new patron.

The following analysis draws on primary sources, including government documents 
from the National Archives of Republika Srpska, statements and documents from the 
official websites of the Nagorno Karabakh authorities, and interviews conducted with 
officials and analysts. These interviews were used as sources of information for the NK 
case study, rather than as point of analysis, due to the relative lack of availability of other 
primary sources.2 We also draw on an extensive collection of secondary sources, includ-
ing articles from newspapers, online news sites and the official press agencies of both 
entities. In both cases, the analysis covers the final stages of the war and its aftermath: 
1995–1997 in Republika Srpska and 2020–2022 in Nagorno Karabakh. In the case of 
NK, we only analyse the immediate effects of the 2020 defeat on relations with the 
patron and do not include the fall of the entity, whereas in RS we also briefly examine the 
longer term reconfiguration of the patron–client relationship (1998–2001). In the next 
section, we examine the reactions in the de facto states. We then analyse the strategies 
employed by the de facto states, as well as the constraint they faced. Finally, we examine 
the transformed patron–client relationship that resulted from the crisis.

Reaction in the de facto states

In the immediate aftermath, we observe strong reactions in both de facto states. However, 
the target of the criticism is not just the patron, but also their own government. In 
Republika Srpska, the disappointment and frustration of the Dayton delegation was 
matched by the resentment they faced at home (Koljević, 2014: 541–544). Both opposi-
tion parties and the powerful military held the RS government responsible for the humili-
ation inflicted in Dayton and openly questioned their legitimacy to govern (Koljević, 
2014: 548–549). Their blind obedience to the patron was seen as a sign of weakness. For 
example, Milorad Dodik, then leader of the parliamentary opposition, demanded that the 
RS leaders ‘face parliament and take a stand on the agreement’. He disputed their legiti-
macy to implement the agreement and called for elections (Svarm, 1995). However, the 
patron leader himself was not exposed to much direct criticism (Lekic, 1995). Only 
months later, in April 1996, did Karadžić publicly express his disappointment with 
Milošević. In front of the RS national assembly, he lamented, ‘you’re no longer what you 
used to be’ (Donia, 2008). At that point, Karadžić attacked the legitimacy of Milošević 
as the leader and voice of the Serbs. However, he did not question the ethno-nationalist 
narrative of the matica [motherland] and the objective of unifying all Serbs (Maksić, 
2017). The ‘material, moral and spiritual cooperation’ with the patron (Koljević, 2014: 
550) had been central to the mobilisation of the Bosnian Serbs and was not questioned.

In the case of Nagorno Karabakh, the patron leader faced more intense pressure. The 
military defeat and the deeply unpopular ceasefire agreement ushered in violent protests 
in Armenia’s capital, senior officials resigned from their posts and 40 high-ranking mili-
tary officers publicly called for the resignation of Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan 
(Azatutyun, 2021; Crisis Group, 2020: 12). In Nagorno Karabakh itself, the response 
was more subdued. The defeat led to criticism of the Armenian government, but not of 
the patron–client relationship, although some implicitly questioned if it was enough to 
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ensure the protection of the remaining territory (Socor, 2021a). A ‘government of national 
accord’ had been formed in response to the war and the new head of the security council, 
Vitaly Balasanyan, openly blamed both the former NK government and the patron gov-
ernment for the defeat, condemning their ‘defeatist attitude’, weakness and incompe-
tence (Socor, 2021a). However, the Karabakh president adopted a more conciliatory 
approach towards the patron and offered to mediate between the Yerevan protesters and 
Pashinyan (Socor, 2021b). Pashinyan eventually weathered the domestic storm and the 
NK president, and his more conciliatory approach, also emerged victorious from the 
post-war power struggle in Karabakh (Hauer, 2021). Nevertheless, the patron–client 
relationship had undergone a change and following Pashinyan’s speech in April 2022, 
the NK authorities took the unusual step of criticising the patron publicly. By signalling 
willingness to accept Azerbaijani control of the entity, a red line had been crossed 
(Interview B, 2022). The NK president, foreign minister and parliament all issued 
strongly worded statements that called on the Armenian government to ‘abandon the cur-
rent catastrophic position’ of lowering the bar on NK’s status ‘under the pretext of 
“peace”’ (Mejlumyan, 2022; NK parliament, 2022a).

Reclaiming autonomy or seeking greater patron 
compliance

In both cases, we saw expressions of disappointment and sometimes even anger with the 
patron. However, it was the patron leader, rather than the patron–client relationship that 
was criticised. In addition to these few examples of public criticism of the patron, the de 
facto authorities employed various strategies to enhance their autonomy and seek greater 
compliance from the patron. However, these responses are constrained. Not only does 
the client risk losing vital patron support, as highlighted in the literature, distancing 
themselves from the patron could also undermine the ethno-nationalist narrative, which 
is important for both internal and external legitimacy.

Courting alternative external supporters

If the patron is no longer seen as a reliable or capable protector of the entity, one option 
is to seek alternative supporters: to replace the patron, gain greater leverage or increase 
the cost of enforced compliance. In this strategy, the clients used their control of local 
resources, including the state-like institutions they had created.

Following the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement, the RS Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs prioritised the development of its international representations. A telegram from 
the minister of foreign affairs, Aleksa Buha, to the RS government (7 December 1995) 
points to the importance of this strategy as he requests an increased budget for the RS 
representations already opened in Germany, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom 
and the United States (MFA Republike Srpske, 1995a). These offices provided spaces for 
advocacy and enabled the client to present a narrative that differed from the patron’s. In 
a letter addressed to the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Buha thanked him for the 
support given to the Bosnian Serb representatives in Dayton and for supporting, the right 
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of RS to open its own institutions, despite protests from other international actors. He 
also invited his counterpart to open a Russian representation in RS, which would support 
the growth of diplomatic relations independent from Belgrade and from Sarajevo (MFA 
Republike Srpske, 1995b). Buha stressed the importance of RS international representa-
tions as a means of ‘overseeing humanitarian aid, information-propaganda activities, 
organising and improving economic relations, and encouraging economic investments’. 
However, these attempts to court alternative external supporters were constrained by a 
lack of financial resources, to the point that Buha launched a fund-raising campaign 
among leading RS companies to keep the strategy afloat (MFA Republike Srpske, 
1995c). The effect appears to have been limited. RS was isolated internationally and 
failed to attract new external supporters or increase support from existing ones. Even the 
appeals to Russia were futile at the time; the long-discussed opening of a Russian repre-
sentation in Banja Luka was only agreed in May 2022 (Glas srpski, 2022).

Compared to Republika Srpska, Nagorno Karabakh had more opportunities when it 
came to courting alternative external supporters. The de facto authorities already benefit-
ted from significant support from the sizable Armenian diaspora, and the diaspora 
remained central to the entity’s international strategy. It provided vital resources and was 
important for attempts to seek further international support (see, for example, MFA, 
Nagorno Karabakh 2022b and 2022c). The Karabakh MFA and its offices abroad, which 
were located in countries with large diaspora populations (Washington DC, Paris and 
Sydney), continued their campaign for international recognition, with the difference that 
the need for protection against military offences became a central argument for recogni-
tion (Interview B, 2022; see also O’Connor, 2020). However, ensuring support from the 
diaspora became more difficult following the war, as it had led some to see the entity’s 
defeat as inevitable (Interview B, 2022; Interview D, 2022). The scope for additional 
support was limited.

However, the aftermath of the 2020 war saw the emergence of a potential new patron. 
With the stationing of 2000 peacekeepers, Russia replaced Armenia as the entity’s secu-
rity guarantor. Russia already acted as Armenia’s patron, through the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization, thereby rendering the patron support a form of nested hegemonic 
relationship (see Adler-Nissen et al., 2021). Some Stepanakert officials, including the 
head of the powerful security council and the speaker of parliament, publicly acknowl-
edged this. They openly identified Russia’s peacekeepers along with Karabakh’s own 
armed forces as security guarantors, omitting Armenia from the equation (Socor, 2021a). 
A 2022 tweet from the NK army announced that all defence programmes would be ‘syn-
chronised with the functions of the Russian peacekeeping contingent’ (Mejlumyan, 
2022). In the immediate aftermath of the war, the peacekeepers also provided important 
humanitarian support and helped with infrastructure repairs, such as the entity’s water 
supply (Mnatsakanyan, 2021). This ‘social guarantor’ part of the patron role was subse-
quently reduced (Interview B, 2022), but the continued security guarantee was crucial to 
the entity’s survival. Nagorno Karabakh needed Russia’s support, and this dependence 
was reflected in attempts by the authorities to curry favour with the new patron, for 
example, by making Russian an official language in the entity. The Karabakh president 
stated, ‘giving the Russian language an official status would deepen Nagorno-Karabakh’s 
history of “cultural, military, and economic links” with Russia’ (RFE/RL, 2021). Unlike 
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Armenia, the NK authorities were presenting the entity as part of the Russian World 
(Russkiy Mir; Socor, 2021a). Following Pashinyan’s April 2022 speech, a Karabakh poli-
tician even called for a referendum on joining Russia, and the entity’s president did not 
rule this out:

To continue living here, having de facto independence, striving for further de jure changes, it 
can be independence, it can be a union with Armenia, which I consider unlikely, but it also can 
be some relations with Russia in a direct vertical framework. (Mejlumyan, 2022)

However, the strategy of seeking a new patron was associated with costs and signifi-
cant risks for Nagorno Karabakh. First, Russia’s support translated into a degree of con-
trol over the entity, including over who was allowed to enter the territory (Mejlumyan, 
2022). Although the NK government still functioned, the situation was ‘somewhere 
between strong Russian influence and de facto control’ (Hauer, 2021). This loss of auton-
omy was significant since the de facto state lacked any leverage over its new patron. 
Second, and even more importantly, there were serious doubts about the reliability of the 
new patron. The Russian invasion of Ukraine and increasing tensions between Moscow 
and Armenia heightened fears in Karabakh that continued protection was not guaranteed 
(Broers, 2022; Interview B, 2022; Kucera, 2022). Local analysts argued that calls for 
joining Russia could be explained by international isolation (Aghavalyan, 2022) and 
panic (Interview A, 2022). In the end, these fears were realised as changing geopolitical 
priorities and lack of capacity led the new patron to look the other way when Azerbaijan 
launched its successful offensive in September 2023. The Russian peacekeepers did not 
intervene, leading to the exodus of the Armenian population. This underlines the lack of 
alternatives available to de facto states.

Even before September 2023, it had been clear to the de facto authorities that severing 
links with the old patron would leave Karabakh without a reliable external supporter. 
Given the weakness of the entity, and its continued economic dependence on Armenia, 
this would be a high-risk gamble which the authorities could not take. We discuss these 
constraints further in the following sections.

Attempts to increase autonomy

If replacing the patron is not an option, and alternative external supporters do not provide 
the de facto state with enough leverage, the client may instead try to increase its auton-
omy, for example, by insisting on direct representation in peace talks. This would reduce 
their reliance on a patron they no longer fully trust.

Following the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement, several multilateral confer-
ences were held to agree on the specifics of its implementation. In these talks, the patron 
still acted as the plenipotentiary representative of the Bosnian Serbs and the RS leader-
ship fought hard to gain even minimal representation. Prior to the first Donors Conference 
for the reconstruction of Bosnia-Herzegovina in December 1995, the RS government 
sent a telegram to the MFA of Yugoslavia demanding their inclusion in the delegation 
(MFA Republike Srpske, 1995d). Although the request was granted, it did not end the 
client’s diplomatic isolation. Following the conference, the RS foreign minister publicly 
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denounced, the effective exclusion of the RS delegation, arguing that the patron’s inten-
tion had been to force the entity into accepting a ‘deceitful revision’ of the peace agree-
ment (MFA Republike Srpske, 1995e). As will be shown below, this drove the RS 
government to adopt a more confrontational strategy.

The Karabakh authorities also long insisted on their inclusion in the peace talks, but 
this demand was always fiercely rejected by Azerbaijan (see, for example, Avetisyan, 
2009). Instead, close consultations took place between the leaderships of Yerevan and 
Stepanakert to coordinate their positions. However, Pashinyan reportedly negotiated 
with little, if any, input from Karabakh (Mejlumyan, 2022). This led to concerns of being 
‘sold out’ by the patron and when the NK parliament called on the Armenian government 
to renounce its position, they also reminded Yerevan that ‘no government has the right’ 
to accept a status ‘unacceptable for Artsakh [NK]’ or negotiate away its right to self-
determination (NK parliament, 2022a).

Seeking patron compliance: through obstruction or through its domestic 
politics

If de facto states fail to increase their autonomy, and direct appeals to the patron leader 
fall on deaf ears, they may resort to other strategies for ensuring greater patron compli-
ance with their preferences. One such strategy is direct obstruction. Another approach is 
to rally the patron’s political opposition to their cause and try to force a change in 
position.

From the winter of 1996, the relationship between RS and Serbia entered a confron-
tational phase. The RS leadership continued to be excluded from multilateral confer-
ences dedicated to key issues in the peace process, and Milošević thereby retained 
top-down control. However, the patron did not control the organs of local government, 
which were firmly in the hands of Karadžić’s Serb Democratic Party (Srpska Demokratska 
Stranka, SDS). The peace agreement could not be implemented without their collabora-
tion, and the potential non-compliance by local RS authorities provided the client with 
leverage. The so-called evacuation of Sarajevo provides a good example of this obstruc-
tionist strategy. The London Peace Implementation Conference (December 1995) had 
prioritised the transfer of Serb-controlled parts of the city to the Bosniak-Croat entity 
(Peace Implementation Council, 1995). The practicalities were agreed at the Rome con-
ference where the only RS representative was Prime Minister Rajko Kasagić, a Milošević-
loyalist (Peace Implementation Council, 1995). However, thanks to Karadžić’s control 
over the entity’s media, he was able to circulate alarming information about the fate of 
the Serb inhabitants in the first area to be transferred (Glas srpski, 1996a; Novinska 
Agencija Republike Srpske, 1996). This disinformation campaign created favourable 
grounds for the RS authorities to organise the ‘evacuation’ of the remaining Serbs in a 
climate of panic, with the help of SDS local offices, police stations under the authority of 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and most of the SDS-controlled local council (Glas srp-
ski, 1996b). By sabotaging the transfer, the RS authorities were able to reclaim agency in 
a bid to preserve their remaining legitimacy.
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Although the RS leaders were able to increase the cost of patron control, their obstruc-
tionist strategy quickly backfired. The last straw for the patron was Karadžić’s open 
challenge to Milošević in front of the RS National Assembly: ‘a child cannot be submis-
sive to his mother without dignity and contrary to his own interest’ (Donia, 2008, 80). 
This sparked concerns that the RS government would oppose the implementation of the 
peace agreement in even more radical ways. In response, international officials called for 
Karadžić’s dismissal and for Milošević to deliver it. Following a meeting between the RS 
vice-president and Milošević in Belgrade, the replacement of Karadžić was announced 
(Donia, 2008, 81). The patron had demonstrated its influence over the client’s internal 
politics, and its agency was severely constrained as a result.

In response, the RS leadership appears to have attempted to influence the patron 
leader by aligning themselves with other forces in Serbian politics. An archive document 
from the RS Ministry of Foreign Affairs compiled the stances of the Serbian opposition, 
noting an emerging consensus that the regime had failed the Bosnian and Croatian Serbs, 
and given up on the objective of unifying all Serbs in a single state (MFA Republike 
Srpske, n.d.). However, given the autocratic nature of Milošević’s regime and the absence 
of a unified opposition, this strategy for altering the patron’s policy never paid off.

In the case of Nagorno Karabakh, we find no examples of direct obstruction, but we 
do see attempts to change the position of the patron through its domestic politics. The 
contested entity is central to Armenia’s ethno-nationalist narrative (Malkasian, 1996) and 
this provided the facto authorities with leverage. They had previously put this to effective 
use, most notably in 1998 when the NK leadership managed to oust the patron leader 
following his willingness to consider a settlement proposal they flatly refused (Caspersen, 
2008). Following the 2020 war, they NK leadership started to publicly air their differ-
ences with the patron, if red lines were crossed (Interview B, 2022). Ahead of peace talks 
in Sochi in October 2022, and following renewed signals that the patron would be will-
ing to compromise on Karabakh’s status, the NK authorities again issued public state-
ments against the patron’s position (Mejlumyan et al., 2022). They backed this up with 
popular mobilisation by organising a mass rally in the entity, attended by tens of thou-
sands (Mejlumyan et al., 2022). Their statements reminded the patron of its obligation to 
the client: it had no right to refuse its ‘mission’ to protect the security of the people of 
Karabakh, or to accept a document questioning the entity’s sovereignty (NK parliament, 
2022b). They also urged the patron to recall the centrality of Karabakh to Armenia’s 
ethno-national narrative, arguing that the ‘struggle .  .  . expresses the collective will of 
Armenians worldwide’ (NK parliament, 2022b) The warning by foreign minister, David 
Babayan, that ‘after the destruction of Artsakh [NK] there would be no Republic of 
Armenia’ (Mejlumyan, 2022) further stressed this point.

This strategy had some effect on a patron leader who knew he was constrained in his 
ability to compromise on NK’s status. Following the strong statements in April 2022, the 
NK president reportedly met with Pashinyan and received assurances (Interview A, 
2022), which resulted in improved relations (Interview B, 2022). Pashinyan also pushed 
back publicly against accusations that he was sacrificing the Karabakh Armenians and 
stressed the need to ensure their ‘rights, freedoms, and .  .  . status’ (Mejlumyan, 2022). 
However, the focus on rights, rather than territory, marked an important change in the 
patron’s rhetoric. As a result, relations were characterised by a profound mistrust 
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(Interview A, 2022; Interview B, 2022; Interview C, 2022), but the de facto authorities 
were constrained in their ability to respond. The constraints were two-fold. First, the 
weakness of the entity and its continued economic dependence on the patron meant that 
the NK leaders had to tread carefully. Pashinyan made sure that the Karabakh members 
of parliament were mindful of this dependence when, in response to their criticism, he 
reminded them that Armenia pays their salaries (Interview C, 2022). Second, not just the 
patron but also the client was constrained by the ethno-nationalist narrative. The de facto 
authorities relied on this narrative for their internal legitimacy (Caspersen, 2015), and 
vital diaspora support was mobilised through a narrative of a pan-Armenian struggle that 
brought together Armenians in Karabakh, Armenia and across the world (MFA, Nagorno 
Karabakh, 2022a). Deep divisions with the patron would weaken that narrative and could 
reinforce the perception that Karabakh was a lost cause. As noted earlier, this perception 
had already started undermining diaspora support (Interview B, 2022; Interview D, 
2022). As a result, the preferred strategy was to try to influence Yerevan behind closed 
doors (Interview B, 2022). Keeping disagreements private made it possible to preserve 
an image of ethno-national unity. Moreover, although Pashinyan was deeply unpopular 
in NK (Interview A, 2022), the de facto leaders were unable to mobilise popular opinion 
in the patron state or effectively align themselves with the opposition. Immediately after 
the 2020 war, the head of the NK security council supported attempts by the Armenian 
opposition to force Pashinyan’s resignation (Socor, 2021a). However, this strategy was 
abandoned once the patron leader regained control of the situation. Popular support for 
the protects was limited and declining, and the NK authorities did not publicly back them 
(Caucasian Knot, 2022).

Renegotiated relationship: the return of the patron

As a result of the constraints analysed earlier, both cases saw the return of the patron. 
However, the strategies used by the client to restore autonomy had an impact and the two 
patron–client relationships were renegotiated.

In the case of Nagorno Karabakh, the immediate post-war period pointed to the dis-
engagement of Armenia from Karabakh, as Yerevan’s involvement became limited to 
financial support (Grigoryan, 2021). This more passive patron role was prompted by the 
terms of the ceasefire agreement and the chaotic situation in Armenia, but also reflected 
the client’s disappointment with the patron as well as the emergence of a potential new 
patron. However, tensions between the patron and the client subsided once Pashinyan 
consolidated his position. The de facto state reengaged with its patron, but on somewhat 
different terms.

The link with the patron was weaker, as Armenia no longer provided a security guar-
antee, but it was not without significance. First, the patron still represented the client in 
peace talks. Second, economic support from the patron continued and actually increased 
due to the greater need following the war (Interview A, 2022; Interview B, 2022; 
Interview C, 2022). Other ties between government bodies in Karabakh and Armenia 
were either restored or new ones were created (Grigoryan, 2021). Third, the continuation 
of strong relations with Armenia was part of a narrative that described Karabakh’s claim 
to independence and the protection of the entity as an all-Armenian struggle. Speeches 
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and statements from the Karabakh authorities repeatedly referred to the importance of 
‘pan-Armenian unity’ and the ‘Armenia-Artsakh-Diaspora trinity’ (MFA, Nagorno 
Karabakh, 2022a). Even if the patron no longer supported its independence, the client 
had little choice but to stay close: it was in a very vulnerable position, its new patron was 
unreliable and support from the old patron was intimately tied up with continued dias-
pora support. However, public statements pointed to a renegotiated relationship with the 
(old) patron, which formed part of a structure of external supporters: it was important but 
not necessarily privileged. For example, the NK foreign minister stated that the entity 
maintained its ‘traditional priorities’: aiming for international recognition, seeking de 
facto relations with other states, primarily with ‘fraternal Russia’, and reinforcing inter-
Armenian relations, i.e. with Yerevan and the diaspora (Socor, 2021b). Moreover, the 
patron’s influence in the de facto state was not as strong as it used to be (Interview A, 
2022). This can be explained by the lack of military dependence on the patron, but also 
by the unpopularity of the patron leader and the mistrust of his intentions (Interview A, 
2022). Despite the client’s weakness, the patron–client relationship had become less 
hierarchical.

Notwithstanding the absence of a significant security threat, the client’s agency was 
also significantly constrained in the case of Republika Srpska. Continued economic 
dependence made the RS leaders unable to increase their autonomy from the patron. The 
entity still faced international sanctions and lacked access to international reconstruction 
aid. Consequently, the patron remained the main source of economic opportunities, espe-
cially since the Dayton Agreement allowed the client and patron to sign a treaty of 
‘Special Parallel Relations’ (Politika, 1997). Moreover, the ethno-national narrative 
remained important to the legitimacy of the RS leadership and severing ties would mean 
losing a significant part of the entity’s raison d’être. Finally, as demonstrated earlier, the 
RS leaders were constrained by the patron’s influence over their domestic political com-
petition. However, this influence was beginning to wane. In 1997, Milošević brokered an 
agreement to settle an RS leadership dispute, but this outcome had been dictated to him 
by the international High Representative, Carl Bildt, and went against the patron leader’s 
preferred outcome (Glas srpski, 1997). Following this crisis, the newly elected RS 
President, Biljana Plavšić, began to comply with the directives of the international com-
munity. As Bildt (1998) wrote in his memoirs, the ‘Milošević channel’ had run dry, and 
the progressive decline of the patron’s influence in RS resulted in a rebalanced 
relationship.

Two factors appear to have been crucial: (1) the weakening of Milošević’s position in 
Serbia and of Serbia’s position in the region and (2) the client’s greater access to interna-
tional support. When Milošević’s regime was embedded in accusations of electoral fraud 
and became an international outcast due to the war in Kosovo, the RS leadership dis-
tanced itself from the patron leader. Although vocally supporting the Serbian claim to 
Kosovo, the RS leadership disavowed Milošević as leader of Yugoslavia and therefore 
patron of Republika Srpska (Glas srpski, 2000a). The new RS government had become 
too reliant on international aid to openly support Milošević, and with this alternative 
external support came new constraints. The fall of Milošević in 2000 created new oppor-
tunities for renegotiating the patron–client relationship. As soon as the new Serbian 
President, Vojislav Koštunica, was elected, the RS National Assembly held a session 
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with the headline message ‘Bez barijera na Drinu’ (Glas srspki, 2000b), which translates 
as ‘No barrier on the Drina river’ (the border between RS and Serbia). During a visit to 
Belgrade, RS Prime Minister, Milorad Dodik, disassociated RS from Milošević’s legacy 
including the very hierarchical approach to patron–client relations, arguing for a new 
phase of bilateral relations (Glas srpski, 2000c). The signing of a second Agreement on 
Special Parallel Relations marked the beginning of a more horizontal partnership (Glas 
srpski, 2000c). Serbia was no longer a regional hegemon and the client’s economic 
dependence on its patron was reduced: the relationship had become less asymmetrical, 
and this reduced the constraints on the client’s agency.

Conclusion

The dependence of de facto states on external patrons is well-established in the existing 
literature, but we lack detailed knowledge of the dynamics of this patron–client relation-
ship, including opportunities for client agency and catalysts for change. This article 
examined these issues through an in-depth comparative study of two patron–client rela-
tionships that had reached a crisis point: the relationship between Serbia and Republika 
Srpska after the signing of the Dayton Agreement and between Armenia and Nagorno 
Karabakh after the 2020 war. The resulting out-of-equilibrium behaviour presented an 
opportunity for analysing the underlying mechanisms of the relationship. The article 
demonstrated the usefulness of expanding the patron–client framework beyond its usual 
state-centric focus. The comparative analysis showed how the client’s leverage is limited 
by the context of non-recognition, but it also provided additional evidence for the 
dynamic nature of patron–client relations.

We developed a typology of patron–client crises – abandonment, significant reduction 
in support or enforced compromise on the issue of independence – and of client strate-
gies for reclaiming autonomy or ensuring greater patron compliance with their prefer-
ences. We also identified factors likely to constrain such strategies. In our in-depth case 
studies, we found that the type of crisis and patron intentions were less important for 
client responses than the significant constraints faced. In both cases, the de facto leader-
ships were constrained by the absence of reliable alternative supporters, by remaining 
structural links and continued dependence on the patron’s support, and by the existence 
of powerful ethno-nationalist narratives. Lack of sovereignty matters: the patron–client 
relationship is characterised by multiple reinforcing hierarchies, and the impact of non-
recognition is especially noticeable in the case of severe security threats. Unlike patron–
client relationships involving sovereign states, where the existence of alternative patrons 
provides the clients with leverage (Cooley and Nexon, 2020), a patronage monopoly still 
effectively exists for de facto states, due to their international isolation.

Our article shows how this constrains de facto states, yet our findings also demon-
strate that even the weakest clients have agency. They do not have access to an ‘à la carte 
hierarchy’ (Sharman, 2017), but they retain room for manoeuvre. The analysis contrib-
utes to the existing patron–client literature by providing a detailed, bottom-up examina-
tion of the strategies used by the weaker party. As suggested in the literature, alternative 
supporters were courted. This strategy is not without risks, as it exposes de facto states 
to geopolitical volatility. However, reduced dependence on the patron, due to 
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complimentary sources of external support was an important catalyst for changing 
dynamics – economic support in the case of Republika Srpska, security in Nagorno 
Karabakh. Reduced patron capacity was another catalyst for change which undermined 
the patron’s ability to enforce compliance in the case of Republika Srpska. In the case of 
Nagorno Karabakh, patron leverage was also reduced because of mistrust, thereby dem-
onstrating that not just relative capacity matters. Affectivity was undermined, resulting 
in increased cost of compliance. Moreover, other strategies were also pursued by the 
client: Attempts were made to alter the patron’s position by affecting the dynamics of 
domestic contestation; and there were even examples of direct obstruction. The client 
controls local resources and can use this for leverage. As a result, while the de facto states 
were unable to sever links with their patron, the crisis led to a renegotiated patron–client 
relationship.

No matter how hierarchical, patron–client relationships are also reciprocal. If the 
patron fails to live up to its side of the bargain, if it is ‘no longer what it used to be’, it 
must either renegotiate the contract or accept reduced leverage over its client.
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Notes

1.	 Due to this control over the federal institutions, and for the sake of brevity and clarity, we 
refer to the patron as Serbia.

2.	 Due to the sensitivity of the issue in Nagorno Karabakh, interviews with respondents based in 
the entity were either off-the-record or anonymous.
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