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Preface 2018


On May 8, 2018, Nikol Pashinyan was elected prime minister of Armenia, bringing a peaceful revolution to its conclusion and dismantling the country’s entrenched oligarchic system.


How did this happen?


Just weeks before the revolution began, Pashinyan’s party held only 7.8 percent of the seats in parliament — the result of the March 2017 elections, widely described by international observers as Armenia’s freest and most honest in years. Yet the ruling Republican Party, backed by oligarchs, retained a commanding majority. Pashinyan refused to accept that result as the final word.


He launched a march — two weeks through the countryside, followed by two weeks in the capital, Yerevan — calling on Armenians to take to the streets. The response was overwhelming. That 7.8 percent became a majority in the squares and boulevards of the city. By early May 2018, a Gallup poll found that 99.1 percent of Armenians supported him.


How was that possible?


Even Pashinyan himself might have said: “I’m prime minister — this wasn’t supposed to happen.” He arrived in Yerevan with just a few dozen marchers, intending only to block the appointment of former President Serzh Sargsyan as prime minister. No one believed that such a small, exhausted group could spark a revolution.


The march was meant to end on the day of the parliamentary vote. When that vote went against him, Pashinyan did not concede. Instead, he made an obscene gesture toward the Armenian parliament and called on the people to rise and make a revolution. He succeeded — without a single death — and was elected prime minister. Armenia’s Velvet Revolution unfolded with a speed and improbability that still demand explanation.


I had a front-row seat. My home stands directly next to the parliament building, and our neighborhood was cordoned off for much of the revolution. This book is an account of what I saw and experienced through, supplemented by interviews with activists, available data, and a Gallup survey conducted during those days.


I wrote this book as an expression of gratitude to the Armenian revolutionaries. They gave me one of the most remarkable periods of my life and restored my belief that a bloodless revolution is possible. May the world see more freedom, democracy, equality, and humanity.


Many Finnish friends read my manuscript, encouraged me to continue, and offered invaluable feedback. I thank them all. I am especially grateful to the Armenian revolutionaries who spoke openly about how everything unfolded.


Yerevan, Armenia, June 15, 2018


Ilkka Ronkainen









A Note Written 2026


When I wrote the preface above, just weeks after Armenia’s revolution, I believed we were witnessing the beginning of a chain reaction — those oligarchic systems in neighboring countries, including Russia, Azerbaijan, and Turkey, would fall next. I was wrong. No such regime has fallen since. Instead, we have entered a new era that I can only describe as global feudalism.


Revolutions often appear morally clear while they are happening. Only later does the more difficult question emerge: can the moral energy that destroys an old order also build a durable new one?


This book was originally published in Finnish in 2018. The first part reflects what I wrote immediately after the Armenian Revolution May 2018. In the second part, I examine what I have learned from that revolution eight years later, April 2026.


One reason for publishing this book in English is simple: I want to reach those who live under oligarchic rule. I felt compelled to act because the influence of leaders such as Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin shapes my daily life more than the actions of my own government. The world increasingly finds itself subject to forces beyond democratic control — and only collective action can change that.


My hope is that the experiences and lessons learned described in my books will help challenge oligarchic power wherever it holds people captive.


Loviisa, Finland, May 1, 2026


Ilkka Ronkainen


ilkkaron@gmail.com









Part One: Armenian Revolution Diary 2018 – A Bloodless Revolution Is Possible


First published in Finnish on June 26, 2018









Armenia: A Country That Refuses to Die


Armenia is a country that should not exist.


By every measure of geopolitical logic, it should have been absorbed, erased, or forgotten centuries ago. It sits at the crossroads of empires — Persian, Ottoman, Russian, Soviet — each of which has, at various points, conquered or attempted to erase it. It has no oil. No ocean access. Two of its neighbors, Turkey and Azerbaijan, have at times denied its right to exist.


And yet Armenia is still here.


It has been here, continuously, for three thousand years. Three thousand years ago, Armenia was a regional power stretching from the Mediterranean to the Caspian Sea. Today it is a small, landlocked republic. What happened in between is one of the most remarkable stories of national survival in human history — and understanding it is essential to understanding the revolution of 2018.




How a Finnish Consultant Ended Up Next Door to a Revolution


I should explain how I got Armenia.


In 2010, after a thirty-year career as a public administration consultant in Finland, I retired. I moved to Yerevan, Armenia — first part-time, then permanently. My home sits on a dead-end street called Demirchyan Alley, at the top of a small hill in the center of the city. My house borders the Armenian Parliament building. From the balcony you can see the heart of Yerevan: this was no coincidence — I had planned it that way. In retrospect, it feels like fate.


From Finland to Armenia: an unlikely path. My connection to Armenia began in 1976, when I visited Soviet Armenia for the first time. I was living in Lappeenranta, a Finnish city on the Soviet border, and had heard extraordinary things about this small republic in the south — partly from Soviet tourists, partly from the endless stream of Radio Armenia jokes that circulated through the Soviet bloc like samizdat.


Radio Armenia jokes deserve a brief explanation for readers. They were a form of political humor unique to the Soviet era, built around questions and answers from an imaginary Armenian radio station. The format was simple and devastated:


“Radio Armenia is asked: Is it true that there is freedom of speech in the Soviet Union, just like in the United States? Radio Armenia answers: In principle, yes. In the Soviet Union, you also have the freedom to say whatever you want. The difference is that in the United States, you also have the freedom to say it a second time.”


These jokes were not just funny. They were a survival mechanism — a way of speaking truth to power in a system where speaking truth directly could get you imprisoned. Armenia, in the Soviet imagination, was where wit still lived: the corner of the empire where the spirit had not been fully extinguished.


When I finally arrived in Yerevan in 1976, I was surprised by what I found. This was not the gray, defeated Soviet city I had half-expected. The standard of living was genuinely comparable to Finland’s. The city had its own metro, which was an astonishing achievement for a city of its size. The food was extraordinary. The people were warm in a way that felt completely different from Finnish reserve — not performed warmth, but something structural, built into the culture itself.


A wife, a house, and a second home. I returned to Armenia in 1997, this time to meet my future wife’s family. She was Armenian, we had met in Finland, and the visit to Yerevan was the kind of trip that either confirms or ends a relationship.


It confirmed ours.


The Armenia I found in 1997 was a different country from the one I had visited in 1976. The Soviet Union had collapsed six years earlier, and Armenia had lost sixty to eighty percent of its GDP overnight. The early 1990s had brought bitter winters, electricity rationed to a few hours a day, war with Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh, and near-empty store shelves.


And yet people survived. My wife’s aunt lived in a fourteen-story apartment building whose central heating had broken down years earlier. During the worst winters, the entire floor moved into one apartment, pooled their money to buy a small stove, and kept each other warm. Money was shared. Food was shared. The social capital that the Soviet system had — accidentally — built into Armenian communities was what kept people alive when everything else failed.


I found this both humbling and instructive. Finland has its own tradition of communal resilience, particularly in Karelia, where my family has roots. But I had never seen it operate at this level of necessity.


Over the following years, I made increasingly long visits to Armenia. In 2006, my wife’s aunt offered to sell us her house — the same house on Demirchyan Alley where I would later watch a revolution unfold. I bought it. I renovated it. I built a small Finnish log cabin in the back garden, right up against the garage wall of the parliament building. Parliamentary staff leaned out of their windows to watch the construction. Some even offered advice.


I moved to Armenia full time in 2010.





What I Came to Do, and What I Found Instead


I came to Armenia with an ambitious plan: to help build what I called “the world’s best state.”


This was not as absurd as it sounds. I had spent thirty years helping the Finnish state and municipalities modernize their management systems, and during that period Finland had gone from a mid-tier European country to one consistently ranked among the best-governed nations on earth. Armenia’s economic indicators in the early 2010s were genuinely promising: annual GDP growth of thirteen to fourteen percent, a young and educated population, and a large, wealthy diaspora eager to invest.


What I found was the oligarchic system.


Over two years of meetings with ministers, mayors, and officials at every level of government, I encountered the same dynamic repeatedly. They listened to my proposals with apparent enthusiasm. They agreed that what I was describing was exactly what Armenia needed. And then nothing happened.


Because the question that mattered — the question never asked out loud but shaping every decision — was simple:


What’s in it for me?


I eventually wrote in my diary: In Armenia, there is only one patriot who genuinely thinks first about what is good for the country. Unfortunately, that person is me.


It sounds arrogant. I meant it as a diagnosis, not a boast. The oligarchic system had created a political culture in which thinking about the public good was not merely unusual — it was structurally irrational. Officials who played by the rules lost out to those who did not. Businesses that refused to pay protection money were squeezed out by those that did. The system selected against integrity the way a polluted river selects against fish.


I did not give up immediately. I tried for several years, in various roles — as a consultant to municipalities, as an advocate for Finnish Armenian business ties, as an organizer of study tours and exchange programs. I watched EU money flow into Armenia — two hundred million euros a year — and disappear into the same system without producing meaningful change.


Eventually I stepped back from my grand ambitions. I organized tours for Finnish visitors. I helped a young Armenian doctor learn Finnish so he could pursue a medical career in Finland. I tended my garden. I watched my neighbors.


And then, in the spring of 2018, I found police buses parked in double rows along my street, and a small group of exhausted marchers setting up tents in the square at the end of my road.


A Note on My Position. Before the diary begins, I should clarify my position. At the time of the 2018 revolution, I was not an Armenian citizen. As a foreign national in Armenia, I was legally prohibited from participating in political activity. Participation could mean immediate deportation. I was aware of this throughout the events I describe. I did not march with the protesters. I did not join their organizations or donate to their campaigns.


What I did was walk. I walked constantly — around my neighborhood, through the cordons when they allowed it, along the main boulevards, and to Republic Square, where the evening rallies were held. I talked to everyone who would talk to me. I took notes. I posted on Facebook. I watched.


Afterward, I interviewed the revolution’s organizers at length about what had happened and why. Those interviews form the backbone of the italicized sections throughout this book — the insider account that complements my own street-level observations.


What follows is what I saw.










Background: The Protests That Came Before Revolution




What I already knew about Armenia’s capacity for protest


By 2018, I had lived through years of Armenian street politics. My neighborhood had been cordoned off so many times that I had developed a personal taxonomy of protests based on how many police buses appeared on our street.


I watched the 2011 media freedom protests, when tens of thousands marched after an opposition television station lost its license. I had watched the 2012 Mashtots Park movement, when students and artists occupied a city park slated for illegal construction and stopped it — a movement that produced what one activist later described to me as “the civic society generation” that would prove decisive in 2018.


I had watched the 2013 bus fare protests, when students standing at bus stops with signs forced the city mayor to reverse a fare increase within five days. I watched the 2015 Electric Yerevan movement, when protesters occupied a major boulevard for two weeks over electricity price increases, and the government eventually backed down.





The Moment That Changed Everything: The Police Station Siege of July 2016


To understand why Armenia's 2018 revolution succeeded where every previous attempt had failed, you need to understand what happened in Yerevan in the summer of 2016 — and the speech that one man gave in its aftermath.


The Siege. On July 17, 2016, a group of armed men drove a truck through the gates of Yerevan's main police headquarters and seized control of the building, taking several officers hostage. One police officer was killed in the assault. The group called themselves the Daredevils of Sassoun — a name drawn from Armenia's most beloved medieval epic, invoking a tradition of popular resistance against oppression.


Their demands were political: the release of a comrade arrested at an anti-government demonstration, along with other political prisoners. They called on citizens to take to the streets in support.


The government surrounded the building with tanks and water cannons and declared the seizure a terrorist attack. Over the following two weeks, the Daredevils released hostages into stages. One of the first released was Valeri Osipyan, the deputy chief of the Yerevan police — the same man who, two years later, would march alongside the revolution's protesters.


The siege ended on July 31st. The Daredevils surrendered and were sentenced to prison. Two police officers and two civilians died during the standoff. In the aftermath, Yerevan's police chief was dismissed, and Armenia's prime minister was replaced with a candidate favored by Moscow — and, notably, by the Armenian public as well.


The armed seizure frightened both the Armenian and Russian governments. It raised the specter of terrorism taking root in Armenia. Their response — removing the police leadership and replacing the prime minister — was, in retrospect, the correct one.


The Speech That Made the Revolution. For most outside observers, the Daredevils of Sassoun were a footnote — a failed armed action by embittered veterans of the Nagorno-Karabakh war. What they did not notice was the speech that Nikol Pashinyan gave at a public rally on July 22, 2016, five days into the siege.


The following is drawn from interviews with revolution activists:


Pashinyan told the crowd that he did not support the armed seizure of the police station. But he supported the political demands behind it. And then he said the thing that would define the revolution two years later:


"We must abandon all violence and commit to the methods of civil resistance — because armed action gives us no chance of winning. When police approach, raise your hands to show you are unarmed. Tell them you love them. We will bring the majority of the people to our side, and we will make a revolution."


He urged the crowd to leave the area around the police station and instead occupy government buildings through peaceful means.


The response from the siege's leader, a man named Manykyan, was immediate and hostile. He accused Pashinyan of exploiting their protest for his own political purposes and demanded that he be expelled from the movement. The fight, Manykyan insisted, must be continued by violent means.


The result was a split: the movement divided into two camps, those who supported violent resistance and those who supported nonviolent civil resistance. Pashinyan left the movement. Gradually, the faction supporting the siege withered away.


By late July, the nonviolent demonstrations had grown to twenty thousand people. The police response was brutal — stun grenades, flares fired into crowds, baton charges by riot officers in full gear. Sixty people were injured, including fourteen journalists.


The armed faction lost. The nonviolent movement survived the fight another day.





What the Protest Years Taught — A Summary


Looking back at the full decade of Armenian protest activity from 2010 to 2018, several patterns emerge that are essential for understanding why the Velvet Revolution succeeded when it did:


First: discontent was constant, but leadership was the bottleneck. Throughout the decade, there was no shortage of anger, no shortage of grievances, no shortage of people willing to take to the streets. What was consistently missing was credible leadership. The largest organized opposition force — the Armenian National Congress, led by Armenia's first post-Soviet president, Levon Ter-Petrossian — could mobilize up to fifty thousand people, primarily older Armenians. But when I asked people who complained bitterly about the government why they did not join those marches, the answer was always the same: "Levon is not the right leader. He stole when he was president — even though there was almost nothing to steal." Trust, once lost, does not return easily.


Second: the youth movements were the real laboratory. The Mashtots Park occupation, the bus fare protests, the pension reform demonstrations, the Electric Yerevan movement — these were organized by young people and members of the educated class, and they worked. They won concrete victories. More importantly, they taught the organizers what worked and what didn't, built networks of trust, and created what one activist described to me as "the civic society generation" that would be decisive in 2018.


Third: Pashinyan's name appeared in connection with every significant protest of the decade. He was not always the organizer. He was not always the most prominent figure. But he was consistently present — learning, building relationships, making himself known to the networks that would matter when the moment came.


Fourth — and most important: July 22, 2016, speech was the revolution's true beginning. When Pashinyan stood up in front of a crowd that was debating whether to support an armed seizure and said clearly, publicly, and at personal cost: "Not like this. Civil resistance. Nonviolence. And we will win" — he did something that no other Armenian political figure had done. He staked his credibility on a specific method, explained the reasoning, and invited people to follow him.


Two years later, they did. In their hundreds of thousands.










How the Revolution Was Built — From the Police Station to the First Tent


The Armed Path Closes. After the Daredevils of Sassoun surrendered in July 2016, the armed faction of the Armenian opposition had run its course. The people had not followed them. The movement withered quickly.


Pashinyan drew his conclusion clearly: "Armenia's security apparatus is too strong to confront with weapons. And there are four thousand Russian troops in the country. The armed path is closed."


He was not disappointed. He had been waiting for exactly this moment — the moment when the argument for violence could no longer be made, and the only path forward was the one he had been advocating.


The Failed Electoral Revolution. For the March 2017 parliamentary elections, Pashinyan helped form a new opposition alliance called Way Out, which included his own Civil Contract party. The goal was explicit: to make a revolution through the ballot box.


The results were a crushing disappointment. The ruling Republican Party won a commanding majority. Way Out received 7.8 percent of the vote. The Armenian National Congress and other opposition parties had refused to join Pashinyan's alliance, and the Republican Party deployed its full media arsenal against him.


But something unexpected happened in the aftermath. Rather than simply conceding defeat, Pashinyan went back to the people who had not voted for him and asked: why? The answers he received were illuminating. People said they felt their votes could not change anything — so they had sold them to the Republican Party in exchange for small cash payments, just to get something out of the transaction.


Pashinyan took this seriously. By emphasizing that the election process itself had been honest — whatever the outcome — he planted a seed: your vote does matter after all. It was a long-term investment in political trust that would pay off fifteen months later.


The nine-person Way Out bloc took their seats in parliament and tried to work for change from within. They achieved nothing. The Republican majority did whatever it wanted.


The Window Opens. In early 2018, the Armenian government raised prices because of tariff harmonization within the Eurasian Customs Union — the Russian-led trade bloc. The opposition called for protests. Almost no one came. The calls were abandoned. But a constitutional clock was ticking.


President Serzh Sargsyan had lied publicly about his intentions during the 2015 constitutional referendum — promising, explicitly, that he would not seek the prime ministry, then seeking it anyway.


Sargsyan's final day in office was March 9, 2018. He was scheduled to be nominated as prime minister on March 17. For eight days — between March 9 March 17— he would hold no official position at all.


Pashinyan saw this window. He reached out to every other opposition party and invited them to act together during that period. Every one of them refused. He decided to act alone.


"I have to take my own step," he told his closest allies. "I cannot allow Serzh to become prime minister without doing something. I am going to walk from Gyumri — through Vanadzor and Dilijan — to Yerevan. Fourteen days on foot. I will sleep in a tent along the way. Come with me."


The movement took its name from that decision: My Step.


On March 31, 2018, Pashinyan took his first step from Gyumri — Armenia's second-largest city, one hundred miles from the capital — and invited Armenians to take their own step against Sargsyan's appointment.


The Students Wake Up. While Pashinyan was walking through the Armenian countryside, something was stirring in Yerevan. A student civil society organization called the Civil Society Movement — CSM — called a meeting at Mashtots Park, the same park whose occupation in 2012 had been one of the decade's first successful protest victories. The question on the table: how do we oppose Sargsyan's appointment?


Various ideas were discussed and rejected. One proposed action — covering the camera lenses of speed cameras to end the revenue scheme run by Sargsyan's brother Sasik — was set aside as too indirect. The group agreed to focus all their energy on a single slogan: "Reject Serzh."


As a first act of solidarity with Pashinyan's march, they organized a small fundraiser to support it. The goal was less about money than about marketing — demonstrating that the student movement and the political movement were aligned. They raised five thousand dollars.
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