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Azerbaijan Since Independence offers a comprehensive intro-
duction to modern Azerbaijan, a post-Soviet republic located on 
the western shore of the Caspian Sea. This small country has 
outsized importance due to its strategic location at the cross-
roads of Europe and Asia, its energy wealth, and its historical 
experience as an early modernizer in the Muslim world.
 The book begins with six chapters on Azerbaijan’s 
history from pre-Soviet times to the present, with an emphasis 
on the past twenty years. The next four chapters are thematic, 
covering the conflict over Karabakh, the political system, 
the oil-dominated economy, and societal changes and trends 
including the role of Islam. The remainder of the book surveys 
Azerbaijan’s foreign relations, with an analysis of the foreign-
policy-making context complemented by chapters on relations 
with Iran, Russia, Turkey, and the West. The book closes with 
a brief epilogue discussing the country’s future.
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Preface

This book seeks to introduce the reader to a small but fascinating country at 
the crossroads of Europe and Asia, the Republic of Azerbaijan. My interest 
in the country, and the wider region of the Caucasus, dates to the early 1990s, 
when I lived in Turkey and attended the Middle East Technical University in 
Ankara during eventful years that featured the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and the wars in the South Caucasus, as well as the Gulf war and Turkey’s own 
Kurdish insurgency. Among my classmates were a dozen students from the 
newly independent Soviet republics, Azerbaijanis prominent among them— 
epitomizing the fact that a large area that had previously been all but closed 
was now opening up to the world. 

My knowledge of Turkish helped me acquire a proficiency in Azerbaijani 
with relative ease, something that proved a valuable asset in understanding a 
society that most others had to approach through intermediary languages—
Russian, or even English. 

Throughout the years of my acquaintance with the region, I have often 
been struck by the lack of comprehensive studies covering the Caucasus and 
its countries. This led me to compile, ten years ago, a study of the conflicts of 
the Caucasus, entitled Small Nations and Great Powers. The present volume 
aims to focus in more detail on one of these small nations, which is also the 
largest and arguably most important country of the Caucasus: Azerbaijan.

If Azerbaijan had to be defined by a single word, that word would have 
to be “crossroads”—an observation made by the perhaps greatest historian 
of Azerbaijan, Tadeusz Swietochowski. Azerbaijan epitomizes the fact that 
being at a crossroads, it does not have to choose between identities—in fact, 
it cannot choose between them. Azerbaijan is both European and Asian at 
the same time.

Azerbaijan’s importance is much greater than its small size. Located at the 
crossroads of Europe and Asia and endowed with substantial energy reserves, 
Azerbaijan cannot escape being at the center of the high politics of Eurasia 
in the early twenty-first century. But Azerbaijan is more than an area of geo-
political confrontation and intrigue. It is a fascinating culture, which stands 
out in the Muslim world for its progressive nature and accomplishments. 
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Not only was Azerbaijan host to the first democratic and secular republic of 
the Muslim world, it was also leading in terms of modern literary works and 
cultural accomplishments, including the first opera produced in the Muslim 
world. As such, the future of Azerbaijan matters much more than its size on 
a map would indicate.

The structure of this book seeks to combine a chronological and thematic 
approach, in order to grasp the complexity and interrelated character of all the 
domestic and external issues that are included in this book. Thus, this book 
has three parts. Chapters one through six form a chronological narrative of 
Azerbaijan’s development from the pre-Soviet period to the present—and as 
the reader will see, the attention to detail grows incrementally as the narra-
tive nears the present. This first part provides the context for the following, 
thematically organized chapters. Chapters seven through ten constitute the 
book’s second part, and discuss the domestic affairs of present-day Azerbai-
jan. First among these, the focus of chapter seven, is the unresolved conflict 
over Nagorno-Karabakh, which more than anything else has made an imprint 
on the country. Chapter eight attempts to go behind the veil of Azerbaijan’s 
opaque political system, while chapters nine and ten, respectively, study 
Azerbaijan’s oil-led economy and its society in rapid evolution. The third and 
final part of the book, chapters eleven through fifteen, focus on Azerbaijan’s 
foreign relations. After a chapter on the context of foreign policy-making in 
Azerbaijan, attention turns in sequence to the country’s relations with Iran, 
Russia, Turkey, and the West.

I would not have been able to devote time to research and write this book 
had it not been for the support of several sponsors. The Swedish Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs and the Smith Richardson Foundation have provided gener-
ous institutional support for the Stockholm and Washington offices, respec-
tively, of the Central Asia-Caucasus Institute & Silk Road Studies Program 
Joint Center. I am also grateful for the additional support provided by the  
U.S.-Azerbaijan Chamber of Commerce for this project.

This book is a project fifteen years in the making, and my gratitude is 
due to scores of people that have in some way contributed to my quest to 
understand Azerbaijan. Most important among these are those Azerbaijanis 
that have shared their knowledge and time with me, and have provided their 
various perspectives on their country, in turn enriching my own. 

Fariz Ismailzade has been an especially close friend and associate in a 
number of joint projects, and numerous ideas and arguments in this book are 
a result of our joint writings on Azerbaijan and the Caucasus. With Elin Su-
leymanov, I have shared countless lengthy conversations on every conceivable 
aspect of Azerbaijan over the past decade. I have also benefited greatly from 
the friendship and insights of Eldar Ismailov and Seymour Khalilov. 
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My thanks go also to Hafiz Pashayev, Elmar Mamedyarov, and Araz 
 Azimov, as well as Tofiq Zulfugarov, Niyazi Mehdi, Chingiz Sultansoy, Galib 
Mammad, Taleh Ziyadov, and Tair Faradov.

During my trips to Azerbaijan over the past decade, a number of Azerbai-
jani politicians have been very generous with their time. First and foremost, 
I am grateful to President Ilham Aliyev and First Lady Mehriban Aliyeva for 
receiving me on several occasions. I would also like to thank Isa Gambar, 
leader of the Müsavat party, and Ali Kerimli, leader of the Popular Front Party, 
for generously receiving me over the years.

A word of thanks also goes to those few but notable western scholars of 
Azerbaijan whose works, written long before I took an interest in the country 
and in much more difficult circumstances, have inspired my own research. His-
torians Tadeusz Swietochowski and Audrey Altstadt, and writer Thomas Goltz 
stand out among them. Zeyno Baran, Jonathan Elkind, and Brenda Shaffer 
have all read parts of this book and provided valuable comments. S. Frederick 
Starr, Chairman of the Central Asia-Caucasus Institute, has been tireless in his 
encouragement for this project, and I owe him a debt of gratitude.

At the Joint Center, I am especially grateful to Alec Forss, whose help in 
editing and layout was crucial to produce this book. The manuscript also ben-
efited greatly from the arduous style editing by Vincent Ercolano. The cover 
of the book was designed by Anna Starr Townsend, featuring a Karabakh rug 
in the author’s possession. Dena Barmas, Rena Efendi, and Tim McNaught 
also graciously provided some of their photographs for the illustrations to this 
book, as did Betty Blair. Any remaining errors, which I am sure readers are 
bound to find in this book, are my own.
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Nakhchivan Exclave of Azerbaijan (Central Asia-Caucasus Institute)



Lines of Control in Armenian-Azerbaijan Conflict, May 1994  
(Central Asia-Caucasus Institute)
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Memmed Emin Rasulzade

Nariman Narimanov 



Heydar Aliyev as leader of Soviet Azerbaijan in 1979 
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Heydar Aliyev as President of Azerbaijan, 1997



Ilham Aliyev in 2008

Heydar Aliyev, Ilham Aliyev, and Heydar Aliyev Jr.  
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Baku at the Turn of the Twentieth Century 

Baku in 2010 
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Baku’s Historic Old Town  

 Baku’s Maiden Tower
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The West Azeri platform, developed and operated by BP/AIOC 
in the Azerbaijani sector of the Caspian Sea 
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A View of the Greater Caucasus near Zaqatala in Early Spring
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The Besh Barmaq (Five Finger) mountain in northern Azerbaijan (C
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Displaced Persons from the war with Armenia
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1 
Azerbaijan Before Soviet Rule 

 
 
 
 

If Azerbaijan‘s history from the earliest times to the present were to be 

characterized by a single word, the most appropriate would be crossroads. 
Situated between Europe and Asia, Azerbaijan is marked by major routes 
of migration, conquest, and trade that transit the country from east to west 
and north to south. This circumstance has shaped Azerbaijan‘s history and 

demography, not least its complicated and contested ethnographic history. 
Evidence of protohuman activity dating back more than a million years has 
been discovered in Azerbaijan, with the first traces of agriculture found in 
Nakhichevan.1  

Azerbaijan can be geographically defined in at least two ways. On the 
one hand, its territory can be understood as constituting that of the Repub-
lic of Azerbaijan, which was defined as a nation-state in 1918 and, with a 
slight loss of territory, as a Soviet republic from 1922 to 1991, and, since 
1991, as an independent state. But a historic definition of Azerbaijan—and 
an ethnographic one, if the country is understood as the territory populated 
mainly by Azerbaijani Turks—encompasses a considerably larger area 
including parts of neighboring countries, most prominently a large portion 
of northwestern Iran. Indeed, until the decisive division of Azerbaijan be-
tween the Russian and Persian empires in 1828, there was little rationale 
for making distinctions between the lands north and south of the Araks 
River (which forms much of the present-day border between Azerbaijan 
and Iran).  

 
Azerbaijan From Antiquity to the Turkic Invasions 

 
For much of human history, the focus of settlement and the emergence of 
states in the region occurred mainly south of the Araks River, that is, in 
present-day Iranian Azerbaijan (also referred to as southern Azerbaijan). 
This circumstance was due in large part to the area‘s proximity to Mesopo-
tamia, an early center of intense social, commercial, and political develop-
ment. The northern part of what is now the independent state of Azerbaijan 
experienced political development somewhat later, with human settlement 
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concentrated mainly in the fertile delta at the confluence of the Kura and 
Araks rivers.  
 

Atropatena and Caucasian Albania 

 
Two states that existed in antiquity have been especially crucial to the his-
toriography of Azerbaijan. The first is Atropatena, which existed south of 
the Araks River in the first centuries BCE. Atropatena was named after a 
satrap of Alexander the Great, and provides one of several possible origins 
for the term Azerbaijan. An alternative explanation is that the name derives 
from the combination of azer, Persian for ―fire,‖ and baygan, Persian for 
―protector.‖ This definition is closely connected to the role played by 

Azerbaijan in the emergence of the Zoroastrian religion. Southern Azerbai-
jan is believed by some scholars to be the birthplace of Zoroaster, though 
many present-day scholars dispute that claim, suggesting instead a Central 
Asian location.2 The second crucial historical state is Caucasian Albania, 
also known as Aghvania. This entity, unrelated to the Albania of the Bal-
kans, developed north of the Araks River in the fourth century BCE, in a 
territory roughly coterminous with the present-day state of Azerbaijan. 
Especially since the early Soviet period, Azerbaijani scholars have empha-
sized their people‘s direct link to Caucasian Albania, arguing that the 
present-day Azerbaijani population derives from Albania‘s population, 

which was later intermixed with Turkic tribes and became linguistically 
Turkified. Building on the works of Strabo and Ptolemy, among others, 
these scholars have identified Albania as the land between the Caucasus 
Mountains and the Araks River, and between ―Iberia‖ (Georgia) and the 
Caspian—making it an ideal fit with the territory of northern Azerbaijan 
post-1828. 

Azerbaijan‘s history up to the seventeenth century is a bewildering tale 
of innumerable short-lived principalities, competing empires, and se-
quences of settlers, conquests, and migrations. Such a tumultuous history 
undoubtedly caused large-scale, continuous suffering on the part of the 
land‘s population. The few periods of peace and development that occurred 

seldom lasted more than several decades.3 The Sumerians, Lullubians, 
Akkadians, Kutians, Cadusians, Caspians, Zamoans, Mannaeans, Assy-
rians, Urartians, Medians, Scythians, Armenians, and Alans are only some 
of the peoples who ruled parts of Azerbaijan in the centuries that preceded 
the Arab—and later, the even more significant Turkic—invasions. The 
Arab invasions of the eighth century spelled the beginning of the end of the 
Albanian state, as they led to the Islamization of Azerbaijan. As a result, 
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the Albanian church—a monophysite church very similar to the Armenian 
but independent from it—gradually was incorporated into the Armenian 
one. Presently, great historical debate surrounds this issue, as Azerbaijani 
scholars claim that ancient Christian monuments in Karabakh are Albanian, 
not Armenian, something vigorously contested by Armenian scholars.  

Most of Azerbaijan gradually came to adopt the Shia version of Islam, in 
great part because of its greater tolerance of mysticism, which was more 
suitable to the syncretism that had evolved (as in many other Turkic lands) 
among Zoroastrian, Christian, and shamanistic practices. But on the slopes 
of the Caucasus Mountains in northern Azerbaijan, in part because of their 
proximity to the staunchly Sunni North Caucasus, Sunni Islam remained 
dominant. 

 
The Arrival of the Turks 

 
While Turkic tribes certainly ventured south of the Caucasus Mountains 
long before, it was really in the ninth and tenth centuries that a significant 
Turkic element established itself in Azerbaijan. The process began with 
warrior clans entering the service of the Sassanid dynasty of the Persian 
Empire, and gained impetus in subsequent centuries with the emergence of 
the Oghuz Turks‘ Seljuk dynasty, which gradually established its suzerain-
ty over much of the Islamic world, making distant Baghdad its capital. 
Azerbaijan may have been a crossroads, but it was also a backwater for 
both the Seljuk dynasty and the Byzantine Empire, which before the battle 
of Manzikert in 1071 controlled Anatolia to Azerbaijan‘s west. As a result, 

imperial control was weak and inconsistent, depending on changes in the 
relative strength and interest of the two empires at a given time. One con-
sequence of this situation was instability and constant competition for local 
power among native as well as nonnative princes and vassals. Native prin-
cipalities developed, the most significant being the Shirvanshahs, who 
originally had their seat at Qabala but were dislocated by the Arab inva-
sions and moved to Baku a few hundred miles to the southeast, then only a 
village. The Shirvanshahs developed a remarkable capability for survival, 
allying themselves most often with the victorious empires that projected 
their influence into Azerbaijan. Hence, through ―resilience and adaptabili-
ty,‖ they were able to survive the destruction of both the Mongol invasion 
of 1235 and the Timurid invasions 150 years later.4  

If native Caucasian, Iranian, and Turkic populations—among others—

dominated Azerbaijan from the fourth century CE onward, the Turkic ele-
ment would grow increasingly dominant in linguistic terms,5 while the 
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Persian element retained a strong cultural and religious influence. Turkic 
tribes of the Oghuz lineage began arriving in Azerbaijan probably as early 
as the sixth and seventh centuries CE. An Oghuz presence in pre-Islamic 
Azerbaijan is suggested by one of the most important Oghuz Turkic histor-
ical documents, the Book of Dede Korkut, which was probably written in 
the ninth century, though the final version is several centuries more recent.6 
The dominance of the Oghuz Turkic tribes, of which the Seljuks consti-
tuted a part, provided for the development of a Turkic vernacular language 
that would eventually become the present-day Azerbaijani language. Azer-
baijani Turkish is closely similar to the Turkish spoken in Turkey and the 
Turkmen of both Turkmenistan and Iraq, but also has a strong Persian in-
fluence in its vocabulary. In fact, Persian retained its status as the language 
of culture among Azerbaijanis for centuries. Azerbaijan‘s most famous and 

venerated poets, such as Nizami Ganjevi, wrote mainly in Persian. Follow-
ing the Seljuk great power period, the Turkic element in Azerbaijan was 
further strengthened by migrations during the Mongol onslaught of the 
thirteenth century and the subsequent domination by the Turkmen Qara-
qoyunlu and Aq-qoyunlu dynasties. 

 
From Safavid to Russian Rule 

 
Throughout Asia, Turkic dynasties played a central role in the building of 
statehood and empire, dominating India, the Middle East, Asia Minor, and 
parts of Europe for the better part of the second millennium CE. The Otto-
mans came to dominate Asia Minor and eastern Europe, the Mamluks left 
their mark on Egypt, the Ghaznavids and Moghuls ruled the Indian subcon-
tinent, and the Seljuks controlled the Middle East. Likewise, in the six-
teenth century, a dynasty with roots in Ardebil in southern Azerbaijan 
emerged as the leading force in the building of the modern Iranian state: 
the Safavids.  

 
The Safavid Dynasty 

 
The Safavid dynasty—which was based on a mystical Sufi order—was 
founded by Shah Ismail Khatai, who is best known for establishing Shia 
Islam as the state religion of Iran. The Safavids stood out in comparison to 
the Ghaznavids and other Turkic conquerors by being a local, not an invad-
ing, dynasty. Established in 1501, the Safavids fought to evict the Ottoman 
rule that had been imposed on parts of the region. Historians indeed argue 
that one reason Shah Ismail imposed Shia Islam on his state was to sharpen 
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the differences between his rule and that of the ethnically and linguistically 
closely related—but Sunni—Ottomans. Shah Ismail himself wrote poetry 
in the Azerbaijani Turkish vernacular, which remained the court language 
of the early Safavid rulers. Azerbaijani Turkish developed into a literary 
language in a form close to that used today, as is shown by remarkable 
works of the time such as the prose and poetry of Muhammad Fuzuli. 

The long tenure of the Safavid dynasty helped integrate Azerbaijan into 
the Persian world while giving the Azerbaijanis the distinction of being the 
only Turkic people that is predominantly Shia. As Brenda Shaffer ob-
serves, this ―contributed to the formation of their distinctive and common 

Azerbaijani identity.‖
7  

From its capital in Tabriz, the Safavid court gradually moved its seat 
southward in the face of Ottoman attacks. In 1592 Isfahan became the capi-
tal, and would remain so until 1795. The seventeenth century saw the gra-
dual disintegration of Iranian power, beginning in earnest with the collapse 
of the Safavid dynasty in the face of an Afghan invasion in 1722. The Sa-
favids were gradually replaced by the equally Turkic Qajar dynasty after a 
short stint in power by Nadir Shah. One of the most direct results of the 
weakening of Iranian central power was the growing independence this 
granted to the khanates of both northern and southern Azerbaijan. Most 
powerful among them after the destruction of the Shirvanshah khanate by 
the Safavids was the khanate of Quba, ruled by Fath Ali Khan; other kha-
nates included Shamakha, Sheki, Gandja, Baku, Talysh, Nakhichevan, and 
Yerevan.  

 
Russian Conquest 

 
The late eighteenth century also saw the emergence of a new, powerful 
actor in the politics of the South Caucasus. This was Russia, which bene-
fited greatly from the weakness of both the Ottoman and Iranian empires. 
Peter the Great sent an initial expedition down the Caspian coast past Baku 
in the 1720s, but business on the European side of the empire prevented 
Russia from focusing on the Caucasus until the 1780s. In 1783, under at-
tack by both Iranians and Ottomans and receiving no support from the 
European powers in spite of continuous pleas, King Irakli II of Georgia 
signed the Treaty of Georgievsk with Russia, effectively making his realm 
a Russian protectorate and giving Russia a foothold south of the Caucasus. 
In return, Russia made three promises, none of which would be kept: Irakli 
and his descendents would be guaranteed the Georgian throne; the Geor-
gian Orthodox Church would retain its independence; and Russia would 
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defend Georgia from any attack from Turkey or Iran attributable to the 
treaty. In 1801, the eastern Georgian kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti was an-
nexed to Russia, becoming the Tiflis Gubernia, and nine years later western 
Georgia was conquered. Also in the first decade of the nineteenth century, 
Russia extended its reach from Georgia into the rest of the South Caucasus, 
conquering the Shirvan and Karabakh khanates in 1805. 

These expansionist moves led to two successive Russo-Persian wars, one 
fought from 1812 to 1813 and another from 1827 to 1828. Russia emerged 
victorious from both, cementing its control over the South Caucasus by 
means of the treaties of Gulustan (1813) and Turkmanchai (1828). Much of 
the fighting was done not by armies deployed from central Iran but by the 
local khans and their subjects, who often strenuously resisted the Russian 
onslaught.8 To this day, the border delimiting Azerbaijan and Armenia 
from Iran is the one devised under the Treaty of Turkmanchai, which led to 
the division of Azerbaijan between the Russian and Iranian empires. 

Once in control of the South Caucasus, Russia moved to administer its 
new territorial gains. This generated a debate on how best to deal with the 
conquered lands. One option was to maintain colonial rule over them, and 
hence not incorporate them outright into the Russian state. That would 
follow the general model of the Western colonial powers, with some ex-
ceptions such as French Algeria or Portuguese colonies. The other option 
was to designate the territories of the South Caucasus as provinces of the 
Russian Empire like any other. Russia first tilted toward colonial status, 
which would be less costly because it would permit local rulers to handle 
internal matters as long as their loyalty to the czar was unquestioned. But 
by the 1840s, Russia had reversed this policy and began to impose direct 
rule over the South Caucasus, which in practice meant maintaining a Rus-
sian administration and spreading the use of Russian as the official lan-
guage.9 

Direct rule was imposed through the creation of various provinces or 
gubernii, whose composition and delimitation changed over time. The one 
thing they had in common was their artificial character, having little rela-
tionship with local conditions and loyalties or preexisting entities. 

Russian rule meant the imposition of Russian law, and a concomitant 
onslaught on the role of religion and the clergy as they had existed in 
Azerbaijan. With brief exceptions, Russian rule was heavily anti-Muslim. 
Religious properties were confiscated, and Azerbaijanis were proselytized 
to convert to Orthodox Christianity. On the other hand, the Georgians and 
Armenians retained numerous privileges, especially as far as religious 
properties and government staffing were concerned. Armenians, in particu-
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lar, came to play an important role in the administration of the Caucasus 
region. As Tadeusz Swietochowski has observed, the Armenians played a 
role for Russia similar to that of the Lebanese Maronites for the French: ―a 

strategic foothold in the Middle East with the large proportion of Christians 
as the mainstay of the colonial rule.‖

10 Simultaneously, Russia tried to co-
opt segments of the local elites, focusing in particular on the increasingly 
powerless beys and aghas, providing them with opportunities for civil ser-
vice careers and granting them title to land—the latter measure constituting 
the introduction of private landownership in Azerbaijan.11  

One important consequence of Russian rule, particularly with the gra-
dual centralization of power in the second half of the eighteenth century, 
was the unification of the former khanates of northern Azerbaijan in both 
economic and political terms. Though three gubernii (Baku, Elizavetpol, 
and Erivan) covered the area populated by Azerbaijani Turks, Russian rule 
imposed a uniform system of administration, provided for a single currency 
and an increasingly monetarized economy, removed tariffs and other impe-
diments to trade among the khanates, and standardized weights and mea-
surements.12 But as Swietochowski has noted, though it brought one por-
tion of Azerbaijan under European rule, Russian conquest was a case of 
one pre-industrial society conquering another. Hence, until the industriali-
zation of the 1870s, it therefore had only limited economic impact. In fact, 
the lack of attention to maintaining irrigation systems set Azerbaijan back 
and indirectly provided the basis for the large migrations to Baku that were 
to follow.13 

 
Industrialization and the Baku Oil Boom 

 
While the oil boom did not arrive until the 1870s, the area around Baku had 
been known for its oil resources since the ninth century, when Arab travel-
ers noted the use of oil for heating purposes in the Apsheron Peninsula. 
Marco Polo wrote of Baku‘s oil being exported to Middle Eastern destina-
tions, and two British travelers in the mid-sixteenth century described Baku 
as follows: ―Which town is a strange thing to behold, for there issueth out 

of the ground a marvelous quantity of oil, which serveth all the country to 
burn in their houses. This oil is black and is called ‗nefte.‘‖

14  
The oil industry developed gradually over the course of the nineteenth 

century, with the production of kerosene and distillation of oil. But the 
boom came following an 1872 law that changed the prevailing system of 
state-granted oil concessions to long-term commercial leases. This attracted 
businessmen to Baku from both the Russian Empire and abroad; the most 
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important of these were the Nobel brothers, who would eventually come to 
control more than half of Baku‘s production. The Nobel company and 
other foreign investors such as the Rothschilds brought not only capital to 
the industry but also new technologies, many of which were tested first in 
Baku before spreading across the world. The first oil-carrying steamer, the 
Zoroaster, was built by the Nobels in 1877; in 1883, the Rothschilds built 
the Caucasus Railway, which transported oil from Baku to the Black Sea 
port of Batumi; In 1907, the world‘s first oil export pipeline was built, also 

running between Baku and Batumi. By 1898, Baku was producing more oil 
than the United States. But as so often occurs in the Russian context, the 
industry developed in an inefficient way, leading to declines in productivity 
but, more important, an environmental disaster across the Apsheron Penin-
sula that is plainly visible to the contemporary visitor but is only beginning 
to be addressed. 

Baku‘s role in the oil industry began a slow but steady decline around 
the time of the aborted Russian revolution of 1905. This decline would last 
until the early 1990s, with the renewal of international investment and 
participation in the oil industry. The oil boom had immense implications 
for Azerbaijan, and specifically for Baku. As always, Swietochowski‘s 

observations are to the point:  
 
The overall result of the ―oil revolution‖ was a dichotomy not uncommon 

in a colonial situation: a generally traditional but lopsided economy, with a 
single rapidly growing industry based on mineral resources rather than on 
manufacturing, geared to external markets, owned largely by foreign inves-
tors, and operated by nonnative skilled labor. Typical also was the contrast 
between the city rising out of the industrialization and the countryside un-
shaken from its timeless pattern of existence.15 
 

Yet Azerbaijan remained overwhelmingly rural, as the immigration into 
Baku did not come primarily from the adjacent countryside. While the 
number of Azerbaijani Turks in Baku stayed relatively stable from 1897 to 
1913, the Russian population increased more than 100 percent, surpassing 
the native population in size by about 1900. The number of Iranians in the 
city (presumably mainly southern Azerbaijani Turks) almost tripled, while 
the population of Armenians doubled, making them practically as numer-
ous as the natives. Hence, industrialization helped make Baku increasingly 
cosmopolitan, thereby creating the gulf between the metropolis and the 
countryside that remains a key issue in present-day Azerbaijan.16 As shown 
in the next chapter, it would take until the 1950s for Baku to become a 
truly Azerbaijani city in ethnic terms.  
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The oil boom affected the different ethnic groups in Azerbaijan vastly 
differently. With the exception of a few notable native self-made industrial-
ists such as Zeynalabdin Taghiev, Musa Naghiev, and Shamsi Asadullayev, 
Azerbaijani Turks either remained peasants in the countryside or became 
involved in unskilled labor in the oil industry. Among Armenians, the ur-
banized portion was prominent in administration, skilled labor, and trade. 
Also, a large number of the industrialists were Armenians: at the turn of the 
century, a third of industrial companies belonged to Armenians, while less 
than a fifth belonged to Azerbaijanis. Russians dominated administration 
and were prominently represented among technicians and skilled labor. But 
the various groups did not mix: within Baku, they lived mostly in separate 
quarters, which grew increasingly homogeneous after local riots associated 
with the 1905 revolution.17 But despite being gradually outnumbered, the 
Azerbaijani Turks were native to the land and commanded informal net-
works and ties to the countryside that the settling communities did not. 
Hence, it would be wrong to conclude that they were being marginalized; 
rather, with the help of native industrialists who supported education, pub-
lishing, and the arts, the Azerbaijani Turks were gradually acquiring a 
voice. 

As Audrey Altstadt has observed, a crucial corollary of the emergence of 
the oil industry for Azerbaijan‘s future was the formation of a native work-
ing class.18 This led Azerbaijan to become one of the few Muslim areas 
where some, albeit marginal, support for socialist ideologies was to be 
found and subsequently exploited by the Bolsheviks. Meanwhile, among 
Armenians, national sentiment found an outlet in the radical Dashnaktsu-
tiun, the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF). Drawn equally to 
socialism and nationalism, the ARF grew in strength in parallel with a 
short-lived attempt by the czarist authorities to curry favor in the Azerbai-
jani community. Meanwhile, the tensions between the Armenian and Azer-
baijani communities had grown due to a mix of factors. A prominent one 
was a competition for resources and economic profit that developed along 
ethnic lines, with different sectors of the economy dominated by one or the 
other ethnic group. Also, as Kari Strømmen has observed, the Western oil 
barons controlled a lot more of the oil industry than the Armenians did; but 
not being locals, the Westerners were not perceived as an impediment to 
the ambitions of Azerbaijani Turks seeking to establish themselves in the 
oil industry—while Armenians, supported by discriminatory Russian poli-
cies, were.19 

As Altstadt concludes, ―The root of conflict must be sought in historical 

differences manipulated over decades by tsarist colonial policies meant to 



12     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

incite jealousy, perhaps violence, as a means of control.‖
20 In 1905, with 

the temporary relaxation of state control that followed the failed revolution, 
tensions between Azerbaijanis and Armenians exploded across the South 
Caucasus—both in rural areas, including Nakhichevan, Yerevan, and the 
Karabakh Mountains, and in Baku. Between 3,000 and 10,000 people were 
killed in the clashes. As would happen again almost a century later, the 
fighting often pitted well-organized Armenian groups against less discip-
lined and spontaneously formed assemblages of Azerbaijanis. Overall, the 
Azerbaijanis were clearly on the losing end of this confrontation—which 
one Armenian observer called an ―unqualified victory.‖

21 As would be the 
case in the 1990s, Russian soldiers stood by and watched the violence, 
ordered not to intervene. In another clear parallel with the 1990s, the con-
flict contributed to intensified political activity and greater unity in the 
Azerbaijani community. 

 
The Formation of Azerbaijani National Identity 

 
The Russian and European education provided to the native elite formed 
the seed of the development of an Azerbaijani intelligentsia in the nine-
teenth century.22 As Shaffer has noted, the early Azerbaijani thinkers and 
writers displayed three major trends: first, the development of a suprana-
tional Islamic identity; second, the development of liberal values and the 
rejection of authoritarianism, which these proponents sought to wed to pan-
Islamic thought; and third, the gradual growth of local Azerbaijani natio-
nalism stressing the Turkish cultural identity of the Azerbaijanis.23 By the 
early twentieth century, the intelligentsia would become the major force in 
Azerbaijani nation building. 
 

The Early Intelligentsia 

 
In the Azerbaijani context, the term intelligentsia, as Swietochowski has 
noted, does not refer simply to an educated elite, but is more specific: it 
denotes the secular, modern intelligentsia, and hence excludes the reli-
giously trained elite.24 Hence, in practice this select group was limited to 
Azerbaijanis who had served in the Russian civil service or had been 
trained in Russian institutes of higher education. 

The acknowledged founder of modern literary Azerbaijani Turkish is 
Mirza Fath Ali Khan Akhundzade. A translator employed by the Russian 
viceroy, Akhundzade published in Azerbaijani and, from 1850 to 1855, 
wrote the first Western-style plays ever published in the Muslim world.25 A 
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critique of the superstition and ignorance of native society, his work em-
phasized the importance of building up secular education. A key issue in 
debates among the early intelligentsia was education, in particular the 
reform of Muslim schooling, hitherto mainly focused on boys and consist-
ing of religious education as well as limited rote instruction in writing, 
reading, and basic mathematics. The literacy rate among Azerbaijanis was 
10 percent in Baku, and far less in the countryside, especially for girls.26 In 
this context, Azerbaijani intellectuals were drawn to a reform movement 
originating in Tatarstan called the Jadid, literally meaning ―New method,‖ 

an agenda for the modernization of Muslim education that discouraged rote 
memorization and introduced new methods of learning and new subjects, 
including foreign languages.27 In Azerbaijan, a leading proponent was 
Abdulrahim Talebzade, who set up the first Muslim school of the Jadid 
type, emphasizing secular education, in Baku.28 

Aside from education, identity was a major question, in which Azerbai-
jani intellectuals displayed a variety of tendencies. The main vehicles for 
debate and discussion were the various newspapers and other periodicals 
that emerged, printed in Azerbaijani, Ottoman Turkish, Persian, and Rus-
sian. Among the intellectuals, many sought a larger community of which 
the Azerbaijanis could be part, making Pan-Turkism and Pan-Islamism 
powerful ideologies.29 Pan-Turkism was influenced by Pan-Slavist ideas 
that Azerbaijanis and other Turkic peoples of the Russian Empire were 
exposed to, and contributed to the emerging Young Turk movement in the 
Ottoman Empire. In fact, there were close connections between Turkish 
and Azerbaijani intellectuals at the time. Somewhat opposed to Pan-
Turkism was the call for Pan-Islamism, a striving for the unity of the Um-
mah (the Muslim community of believers) that in Azerbaijan was often 
connected to views favoring Iran over Turkey. Nevertheless, while Pan-
Turkists emphasized the primacy of the ethnic bonds of Turkic origin, the 
fact that almost all Turkic peoples are Muslim (except for small groups 
such as the Christian Chuvash and Gagauz and the Jewish Karaims) made 
Pan-Islamism acceptable to Turkic nationalists under certain conditions. 
Likewise, Pan-Islamists disillusioned with Iran could accept the ideas of 
Pan-Turkism. Hence, Ali Huseynzade, a Turkist writer, articulated the joint 
principles of ―Turkify, Islamize, and Europeanize,‖ unifying three concepts 

that could otherwise seem at odds.30 This slogan was adopted by the lead-
ing ideologist of Pan-Turkism, Ziya Gökalp, in his Principles of Turkism.31 
On the other hand, former Pan-Islamist Ali Aghaoghlu, initially highly 
critical of the Ottoman Empire, gradually gravitated toward Turkism, rea-



14     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

lizing that Turkey represented a much better hope than Iran of unifying 
Muslim lands.32 

Yet proponents of a distinct Azerbaijani identity also grew in number, 
indicating the growing independence of thought in Azerbaijan and the 
reluctance to be subsumed under either a Persian or a Turkish ideology. 
(This attitude would resurface in the 1990s.) The concept of self-
identification as an ―Azerbaijani Turk‖ first emerged in the newspaper 

Keshkul in 1891.33 In Altstadt‘s words, this conception managed ―in one 

stroke [to convey] a distinction between religious and national identity 
while marrying the idea of Turkishness to the Azerbaijan land.‖

34 Part of 
this movement involved the rejection of forthright adoption of the Ottoman 
Turkish written language; instead, Azerbaijanis would codify and standard-
ize the vernacular Azerbaijani dialect, a task undertaken by several news-
papers. In its new form as a written language, Azerbaijani was increasingly 
put to practical use in both book publishing and the theater. 

The late czarist period, ca 1890–1915, was a formative and creative one 
in Azerbaijan‘s history, and the country‘s cultural richness and progressive 

social and political nature were unique in the Muslim world at the time. 
The first indigenously composed and staged opera in the Muslim world, 
Uzeyir Hacibeyli‘s Leila and Majnun, premiered in Baku in 1908, and the 
first women‘s college in a Muslim country was established by the indu-
strialist Taghiyev in 1896.35 At this time, Azerbaijan established its posi-
tion as a mediator between East and West. It learned from the West, and 
emulated the progressive nature of European civilization, but it did so 
without losing its connection to its Islamic and Turkic origins. This trend, 
which continues to this day, is paralleled in the politicization of the Azer-
baijani intelligentsia, which was characterized by the same moderation and 
progressiveness that guided its attitude toward culture. Azerbaijani political 
life, which experienced its culmination in 1918 with the establishment of 
the Muslim world‘s first secular and democratic republic, saw a generally 

cordial atmosphere—especially for the time—develop between its socialist 
and nationalist components that generated a culture of compromise and 
gradualism. As is related in subsequent chapters of the present volume, this 
culture of compromise did not survive the Soviet Union‘s onslaught on 

Azerbaijan‘s society and intelligentsia, and its absence is notable in the 
country today. 
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The Politicization of Azerbaijani Intellectuals 

 
In the years between 1905 and the Russian Revolution, the Azerbaijani 
intelligentsia became increasingly politicized. The collapse of Russian rule 
in 1917 eventually led the intelligentsia to step in to create the independent 
state of Azerbaijan. But the Russian Revolution was not the only moment-
ous event of the time. The other two powers that Azerbaijani intellectuals 
oscillated between also experienced political convulsions: in Iran, the con-
stitutional revolution of 1906, and in Turkey, the Young Turk revolution of 
190836

; both upheavals took place in ―cultures and societies with which the 

Azerbaijanis identified themselves incomparably closer than with Rus-
sia.‖

37 Still, it was the events of 1905 that left the deepest mark on Azerbai-
jan. 

The events of 1905. particularly the inter-communal riots, shook the 
Azerbaijani community deeply. If ―the Muslims at first maintained their 

splendid isolation of indifference toward the turmoil in the world of the 
infidel,‖

38 the intercommunal clashes changed this—not only as far as 
Azerbaijanis‘ attitudes toward Armenians were concerned, but indeed con-
cerning their attitudes toward the Russian Empire. As would, remarkably, 
occur again in 1988 and 1990, the Russian police and military forces failed 
to intervene during the 1905 riots, apparently under orders to let the com-
munal fighting continue. In 1905, as eight decades later, this led the Azer-
baijanis to conclude that the Russian authorities were perfectly happy 
with—and perhaps had even instigated—the unrest in order to divide and 
rule, to keep Caucasian peoples busy with one another instead of turning 
against Russia. Following the riots, Russia reinstated the position of vice-
roy of the Caucasus. This was followed by a return to pro-Armenian poli-
cies, and soldiers were explicitly ordered to fire at Muslim armed groups, 
though not at groups of armed Armenians; in addition, the Armenian Or-
thodox Church was given back the property the Russian government had 
seized from it a few years earlier.39 As Naki Keykurun, a resident of the 
Gandja khanate and later a leading figure in the Azerbaijani Popular Re-
public, wrote in his memoirs, ―The cooperation between the Russians and 

Armenians during the conflict induced our people to think about the future 
consequences.‖

40 
The twin revolutions in Iran and Turkey also involved Azerbaijanis and 

affected Azerbaijan greatly. During the 1906 constitutional revolution in 
Iran, the self-made leader Sattar Khan of Tabriz became a revolutionary 
hero by galvanizing support for withstanding two royalist sieges of Tabriz, 
and subsequently refusing to disarm when urged to do o by the new gov-



16     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

ernment A brief condition of civil war ensued in southern Azerbaijan. 
Azerbaijani intellectuals, especially the subsequent leader of the Musavat 
party Mämmädemin Räsulzadä, played a leading role among left-wing 
intellectuals in the period that followed. As for Turkey, the 1908 coup by 
the Committee for Union and Progress (CUP; Ittihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti) 
was more decisive than developments in Iran, as it rapidly changed the 
political climate in the Ottoman Empire. Most important, whereas national-
ism of any type, including Turkish, had been repressed under the Ottoman 
Sultan Abdülhamit II, the Young Turk movement that now dominated 
Turkey‘s political landscape encouraged Pan-Turkism. Azerbaijanis were 
among the leading and most influential thinkers behind Pan-Turkism, not 
least the secularist playwright Akhundzade. The Azerbaijani intelligentsia 
was remarkable not least because of its continued exposure to—and role 
in—developments in the three large empires of Russia, Turkey, and Iran in 
the period from 1905 to the First World War. 

Back home, the Azerbaijani intellectual leadership was faced with a di-
lemma very much related to its cosmopolitan nature. Being increasingly 
hostile toward czarist rule, Azerbaijani intellectuals were nevertheless un-
decided whether to build a separate Azerbaijani nationalism or join revolu-
tionary or reformist forces in cooperation with other peoples of the Russian 
Empire, even Russians. Indeed, as Shaffer has put it, the Azerbaijani intel-
ligentsia had an ambivalent relationship with Russia. Russia was still re-
garded as a force that had brought European modernism to Azerbaijan, and 
independence—an existence totally separate from the Russian orbit—was 
seen as infeasible, much as it would seem to Ayaz Mutalibov during 1991–

92. This understanding led Azerbaijanis to seek other ways of reconstruct-
ing their relationship with Russia. An important characteristic of the Azer-
baijani political movements was, with few exceptions, their moderation and 
progressive outlook. As Shaffer observes, ―In almost all movements they 

joined, the Azerbaijanis continued to be at the forefront of Muslims advo-
cating the adoption of liberal values and enlightenment. One example of 
this is the insistence on the emancipation of women advocated by political 
parties in both north and south Azerbaijan.‖

41 Hence, whether nationalist in 
orientation, like the Difai and Müsavat, or leftist, like the Hümmät, Azer-
baijani groupings eschewed radicalism and were oriented toward compro-
mise—a trend that would lead to the remarkable political system that was 
set up in 1918 with creation of the Azerbaijan Popular Republic (common-
ly known as the First Republic). 

In contrast to cosmopolitan Baku, Gandja emerged as a center of the na-
tionalist movement. It was in Gandja that the first rebellious nationalist 
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organization, Difai, (Defense), was formed in the fall of 1905. It blamed 
Russia for the bloodshed, while maintaining an ambivalent attitude toward 
Armenian groups, in fact seeking to counter the perceived Russian policies 
of divide and rule by exploring ways to bury the hatchet with the Arme-
nians and work for an independent Transcaucasia that could be possible 
only through cooperation among Armenians, Azerbaijanis, and Georgians. 

Political activity in Baku was much less inclined toward separatism. In-
stead, two chief branches developed: the socialists and the Muslim liberals. 
The earliest political organization of note was the leftist Hümmät, created 
in 1904. Hümmät was formed in response to neglect of the Azerbaijanis by 
Russian leftist movements. It would become linked to the Russian Social 
Democratic Workers‘ Party, which would later produce the Bolsheviks, but 

stood out by being the only native socialist grouping allowed by Lenin to 
retain a status separate from the party. Hümmät was much more moderate 
than most leftist groupings in Russia at the time—indeed, it was not even 
operating on the basis of a Marxist class perspective, focusing mainly on 
the inequalities created by foreign rule rather than on class cleavages. This 
was symptomatic of a larger fact: the weakness of class consciousness in 
the Caucasus compared to ethnic nationalism. Workers hardly ever allied 
across ethnic boundaries against the capitalists; neither did the bourgeoisie 
unite across national lines.42 The importance of Hümmät as a native social-
ist movement was considerable, as it attracted members from both northern 
and southern Azerbaijan. It is considered the seed from which both the 
Azerbaijani and Iranian communist parties evolved.  

Two figures in Hümmät were of particular importance: Mämmädämin 
Räsulzadä and Nariman Narimanov. Räsulzadä would play an important 
role in the First Republic, and Narimanov in the establishment of Soviet 
power in Azerbaijan, a legacy that is discussed in detail in chapter 2 of the 
present volume. Mämmedämin Räsulzadä was born in 1884 in Novkhanä, 
outside Baku, and got involved in social democratic movements at an early 
age. He became a writer published in numerous legal and illegal publica-
tions and a founder of Hümmät. In one of history‘s twists, Räsulzadä de-
veloped a personal relationship with the young Joseph Stalin, actually sav-
ing his life in 1905, a favor Stalin would return upon the sovietization of 
Azerbaijan in 1920. In 1907, a crackdown on Hümmät led to the arrest of 
many members and the exile of others, including Räsulzadä, to Iran. He 
continued agitating there, and was exiled from Iran under Russian pressure 
in 1912, this time to Istanbul, where he became active in Turkish national-
ist circles.43 Returning to Azerbaijan when an amnesty was declared in 
1913, he joined a newly created political party, Müsavat, and rapidly be-
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came its leader. Müsavat had begun as a Pan-Islamic modernist party seek-
ing to liberate and modernize the wider Islamic world. But with Räsulzadä 
at its helm, it drifted increasingly in a Turkist direction.  

The liberals, for their part, participated in the first Congress of Muslims 
of Russia in August 1905, which staked out a course that lay emphasis on 
gaining equal rights for Muslims and turning Russia into a constitutional 
monarchy—a platform close to that of the Russian Constitutional Demo-
crats.44 Within this grouping, Fatali Khan Khoisky emerged as a leading 
figure. Born in 1875 of a noble family that had been the khans of Khoy, in 
Iran, Khoisky graduated from the Moscow Faculty of Law in 1901 and 
subsequently worked as a lawyer and judge. He was elected to the second 
Duma in 1907, as a member of its Muslim section. After the Duma was 
dissolved the same year, Khoisky went back to practicing law until the 
February 1917 revolution.  

 
War and the Collapse of Czarist Russia 

 
From 1912 to 1917, Azerbaijani loyalty to the Russian Empire would be 
further tested, as the Balkan wars of 1912–13 and, subsequently, the First 
World War brought Russia into direct conflict with Turkey.45 In the Balkan 
wars, Müsavat unequivocally took the Turkish side, castigating Russia for 
fomenting an attack on Turkey.46 The first months of World War I were 
less problematic. But when war was declared between Turkey and Russia, 
the Turkish armies led by Enver Pasha attacked Russia on the Caucasus 
front. The attack was clearly motivated by Pan-Turkic ideology, as the 
CUP saw the opportunity to build a Turkic empire in the east to replace its 
collapsing European holdings. Undefended Tabriz was briefly taken by a 
small Ottoman contingent in January 1915, before Russian forces took it 
back. The CUP at this point also sought to undermine Russia by cultivating 
the ARF. In spite of the November 1914 Armenian uprising in Van, the 
CUP sought to remove this obstacle to its eastern aspirations by offering an 
arrangement in which Armenia would be unified under Turkish rule and 
autonomous within an expanded Turkic state—an offer the ARF refused. 
Instead, Armenian irregulars joined the Russian counterattack in the spring 
of 1915, helping the Russians move as far west as Erzincan on the Anato-
lian plateau.47 This action would prove to be the starting point for the de-
portations and massacres of eastern Turkey‘s Armenian population. Aja-
rians and other Muslims who had risen up against Russian rule as Turkish 
armies advanced were also massacred when czarist forces took back these 
territories. 
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A combination of factors muted the Azerbaijani intelligentsia in this 
complex and unpredictable situation; four are particularly noteworthy. The 
first was the Russian military advances; the second was the fear inspired by 
the massacres of rebellious Muslims in the southwestern Caucasus; a third 
was Azerbaijani reluctance to be engulfed in a Turkish state that had failed 
to specify the status it intended to grant Azerbaijan.48 Indeed, as would be 
the case in 1918 and again in the 1990s, many Azerbaijanis resented the 
big-brotherly and intermittently condescending attitude that Turks adopted 
toward them in spite of what Azerbaijanis considered their equal or even 
higher level of culture. Fourth, and typically for Russian policy, Moscow 
relaxed its pressure and even sought to appease the Azerbaijani elite, al-
lowing more room for Azerbaijani publications, which returned the favor 
by focusing on social and economic demands. The socialist environment in 
which the Baku intelligentsia operated contributed to this stance, whereas 
the Gandja elite, unaffected by socialism, was considerably more nationa-
listic.49 As a result of the more liberal political climate, ―the Azerbaijanis 

were sinking deeper into their complacent apathy, from which they were to 
be awakened suddenly by the outbreak of a new revolution in Russia.‖

50 
Moreover, Muslims were not conscripted into the military, and because of 
the need to keep pumping oil out of Baku, other nationalities were also 
relatively less affected by the draft.51  
 

The First Republic: Defining the Nation-State 

 
The collapse of the Russian Empire that resulted from the two revolutions 
of 1917 left the Caucasus practically ungoverned. Officially, a ―Transcau-
casian Special Committee‖ (known by its Russian acronym ―Ozakom‖) 

was formed by the Provisional Government in order to assume government 
functions in the region. Yet this body was weak and did not constitute a 
priority for the Petrograd government. Furthermore, its composition re-
vealed a disconnection from the peoples and political forces with real in-
fluence in the Caucasus.  

 
The Russian Revolution and Independent Transcaucasia 

 
Into the vacuum stepped several influential organizations. Georgia was 
dominated by the Menshevik wing of the Russian Social Democratic 
Workers‘ Party in Georgia, which asserted its influence over the Tiflis 

socialist movement in Georgia.52 In Armenia, the nationalist but also so-
cialist-leaning ARF held sway, and in Azerbaijan the Turkist national 
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forces, gradually represented mainly within the enlarged Müsavat party, 
increasingly asserted control. But the situation in Azerbaijan was more 
complicated, due in part to Baku‘s specific situation. Being a multiethnic 
city with a significant worker population, Baku was the only place in the 
Caucasus where the Mensheviks did not completely dominate the socialist 
movement, and where instead Social Revolutionaries and Bolsheviks were 
dominant. If in Tiflis the Mensheviks were the most powerful, in Baku the 
Social Revolutionaries—mainly composed of Russians and, to a lesser 
degree, Armenians—were the principal component of the Soviet of Work-
ers‘ Deputies (which had been organized March 7, 1917), with Mensheviks 
and Bolsheviks playing second and third fiddle. The Baku Soviet was dom-
inated by the Bolshevik leader Stepan Shaumian. The native population 
was practically excluded, and neither Hümmät nor Müsavat was 
represented.53 Hümmät consequently was temporarily marginalized among 
the socialist forces. On the other hand, this pushed Müsavat away from the 
leftist bloc and closer to nationalism, and brought it into cooperation with a 
nationalist movement emerging in Gandja, the Türk Adäm-i-Märkäziyat 
Firqäsi, or Turk Decentralization Party, a successor to Difai that for all 
practical purposes ruled the city.54 A ―Muslim Congress of the Caucasus,‖ 

held in April 1917, helped to consolidate Müsavat and the Turk Decentrali-
zation Party as a single bloc; the two parties officially merged the follow-
ing month.55 While the party ideology moved closer to that of the more 
nationalistic Gandja grouping, the short name of the merged unit continued 
to be Müsavat. In elections to the Baku Soviet in October 1917, the party 
won a plurality of votes, far more than any of the socialist parties—which 
was a likely reason why the socialists had the results invalidated.56 Equally 
important is that the election showed the primacy of ethnicity over class 
even in Baku. As one historian put it, all attempts to unite workers of dif-
ferent ethnic origins in Baku toward an understanding of common interests 
failed.57 

If power in Russia proper was characterized by dvoevlastie, or the twin 
and parallel powers of the Provisional Government and the soviets, the 
picture was even messier in Azerbaijan. Aside from the Ozakom and the 
Baku and Gandja soviets, there was also an Executive Committee of Social 
Organizations, the Baku Duma, and the National Committees, the latter of 
which had been created to defend the rights of the Azerbaijani population 
in Baku and most larger towns in Azerbaijan. Rival centers of power and 
influence, representing different population segments, hence emerged in 
the chaotic months after the February revolution. The success of Müsavat 
in winning the loyalty of both Muslim workers and peasants, as well as that 
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of the intellectual elite, was met with alarm by the socialist forces, since it 
dealt a strong blow to the validity of the socialist claims of class struggle.58 
The rise of Müsavat set the divergent course that history would take in 
Baku compared to the rest of Azerbaijan. When the Bolsheviks ignited the 
October revolution, promulgating the freedom of the subject nations of the 
Russian Empire and pledging to end Russia‘s involvement in the Great 

War, the Caucasus was one of the most affected areas. Paradoxically, 
Müsavat and the Bolsheviks had common tactical interests, including ap-
proval of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which ended Russia‘s involvement in 

the First World War, something all other parties opposed. But by early 
1918 the Bolsheviks, led by Shaumian, had gradually won control of the 
Baku Soviet, and were working to transfer all power to it. This develop-
ment exacerbated relations with Müsavat, which lacked representation in 
the soviet.  

Meanwhile, soldiers crossing the Caucasus on their way home from the 
front were drawing the interest of every political faction, given that the 
power vacuum had left the use of force as a major determinant of power. 
National Committees across Azerbaijan sought, to the extent possible, to 
disarm Russian soldiers and send them back to Russia.59 In this atmosphere 
of insecurity and increasing antagonism, each political faction acquired 
arms and ethnic tensions spiraled, leading to a breakdown in relations 
among Müsavat, the ARF, and the Baku Soviet. In March 1918, the fragile 
peace broke down when the soviet‘s forces disarmed the Azerbaijani crew 

of the Evelina, a ship hired by an Azerbaijani regiment from Lenkoran to 
transport officers to a funeral in Baku. This was in all likelihood a provoca-
tion to rally all non-Muslim forces around the Baku Soviet, and it 
ceeded.60 Müsavat proposed a tactical alliance to the ARF, but the latter 
declared itself neutral, only to suddenly join the Bolsheviks in battle on the 
night of March 31.61 Most socialist forces also aligned with the Bolsheviks 
against the Müsavat-led Muslim forces that had just returned from the 
front, and the next day, Muslim residential areas were systematically 
shelled. Müsavat‘s forces surrendered the next day, but the fighting then 

degenerated into a massacre, as the ARF detachments ―looted, killed, and 

burned‖ in the Azerbaijani parts of the city, leaving several thousand dead 

and prompting an exodus of Azerbaijanis.62 As Baberowski observes, 
―Shaumian, the leader of the Baku Bolsheviks, was Armenian. Even if he 
was not an Armenian nationalist, he apparently did let his political deci-
sions be guided by resentment against the Muslim population. The decision 
to use force against the Muslims of the city was clearly not taken in Mos-
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cow…. Even Lenin saw himself forced to criticize the anti-Muslim course 
of the Soviet. Shaumian and his followers wanted to hear nothing of it.‖

63 
If Baku had been a multiethnic city, its native component was now dras-

tically reduced as natives fled to the countryside and the Bolsheviks 
reigned supreme. The Baku Commune had been created, and the Azerbai-
jani state would have to form its first capital in Gandja. 
 

The Creation of the Azerbaijan Popular Republic 

 
In February 1918, the Transcaucasian parliament, the Seim, convened in 
Tiflis. The largest factions were the Georgian Mensheviks and the Müsa-
vat, closely followed by the ARF. Other factions were marginal, making 
the parliament a three-way and increasingly ethnic affair, as the interests of 
the three peoples‘ representatives gradually grew more divergent.64 Faced 
with Turkish advances once the front had collapsed, the South Caucasus 
was in limbo. This situation was exacerbated by the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, 
signed by the Bolsheviks in March, which handed the cities of Batumi, 
Kars, and Ardahan to Turkey without so much as a consultation with Cau-
casian leaders. Most of the parliament was reluctant to separate from Rus-
sia, but there was an overwhelming need to determine Transcaucasia‘s 

legal position in negotiations with the advancing Turkish armies. The Bol-
shevik takeover of Baku, just days before Batumi fell to the Turks, was 
another factor pressing Transcaucasia to resolve its status.  

On April 9, 1918, ―without fanfare, in a reluctant and muddled fashion, 

Transcaucasia became an independent country.‖
65 The Azerbaijanis were 

the strongest—in fact, practically the only—adherents of independence, 
whereas the Georgians and Armenians were either reluctant toward or 
outright hostile to the idea of separating from Russia. The most direct rea-
son for this divergence was obviously the Turkish advances, welcomed by 
the Azerbaijanis but dreaded by Georgians and especially Armenians, giv-
en the massacres of recent years, in which the Armenians had mostly and 
tragically been on the losing end. But the divergences in national interests 
and external orientation were wider. Georgians sought German support: 
tactically this made sense, given that Germany was the only power able to 
influence the Ottoman leadership. The Armenians, for their part, pursued 
two equally bleak prospects: seeking continued protection from Russia, 
then reaching out to the Allied powers, especially France and Britain, for 
succor. But Russian forces withdrew, and the Allies would have been una-
ble to come to Armenia‘s support even if they had so desired. As for the 
Azerbaijanis, their loyalty to the Transcaucasian state was dubious. As 
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Kazemzadeh observes, ―The Azerbaijanis were closer to the enemy than to 

the state of which they formed a part.‖
66 In fact, relations between Arme-

nians and Azerbaijanis had deteriorated significantly following the March 
massacre in Baku; the Azerbaijanis‘ eagerness to see Turkish forces in the 

Caucasus was much related to this. In retrospect, the Transcaucasian repub-
lic was as doomed an entity as it was an unnatural one, lasting only six 
weeks. On May 26, the Seim dissolved itself; that same day, the Georgian 
National Council declared Georgia independent and obtained promises of 
support from Germany. With no other option than to follow suit, Armenia 
and Azerbaijan both declared independence—in Tiflis—two days later. 
The Azärbaycan Khalq Cumhuriyäti (Azerbaijan People‘s Republic, a 
more correct translation than the often used ―Azerbaijan Democratic Re-
public‖) formed a government at Gandja on June 15 (Baku was still under 
Bolshevik control). The jurist Fatali Khan Khoisky was elected prime mi-
nister.  

The Caucasus had now irrevocably fractured along ethnic lines, with lit-
tle preparation or demographic basis for the creation of nation-states. While 
not unproblematic, Georgia‘s borders could be delimited on the basis of 

reasonably discernable settlement patterns. But Armenians and Azerbaija-
nis did not live in distinct areas. The largest Armenian concentrations, and 
the bulk of Armenian cultural life in the Caucasus, were found in Baku and 
Tiflis, with large Armenian populations in Gandja and other towns and 
villages across the territory of Azerbaijan. By contrast, a substantial portion 
of the population of Yerevan region‘s (that would become Armenia) popu-
lation was Muslim, consisting of Azerbaijanis and Kurds. This demograph-
ic pattern made a division of the South Caucasus along ethnic lines practi-
cally impossible without considerable population exchanges, conflict, or 
ethnic cleansing. Unfortunately, communal relations had deteriorated into 
mutual fear and suspicion to such an extent that a peaceful division was 
impossible. Instead, territorial conflict would become a major and inescap-
able aspect of independence for the three Caucasian nations, weakening 
them, preventing their recognition by the world community, and facilitating 
their reabsorption into Russia. 

 
Making the Republic Work 

 
The Azerbaijan People‘s Republic was the first republic ever created in the 
Muslim world, predating the Turkish republic by five years. This fact is not 
only of historical importance: the new state‘s form of governance created 

differences between the Azerbaijani elite and the Ottoman armies, still 
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representatives of a sultanate that had not embraced secularism, and whose 
legitimacy in fact ultimately rested on religion. Moreover, the remarkably 
progressive spirit and moderation of the Azerbaijani elite did not remain on 
paper: with reservations for the circumstances of the time, these traits were 
reflected in the activities and behavior of the political elite during this brief 
period of independence, which lasted only twenty-three months. The Na-
tional Charter of the Republic proclaimed the state a democratic, parlia-
mentary republic. Its fourth article stated that the republic ―guarantees to 

all its citizens within its borders full civil and political rights, regardless of 
ethnic origin, religion, class, profession, or sex.‖

67  
An Azerbaijani parliament was constituted on the basis of the National 

Council, the Azerbaijani delegation to the now-dissolved Seim. Once re-
convened in Baku in November, it adopted the name ―Parliament‖ and 

passed a law on elections to a constituent assembly that would have re-
placed it, which were to be held on the basis of proportional representation 
with universal suffrage—giving women the right to vote long before many 
western European countries did. Owing to the chaotic character of the re-
public‘s existence, the elections were never held. Nevertheless, the Parlia-
ment immediately worked to expand its membership by including new 
groups and giving representation to minority representatives.68 Out of a 
total of 120 seats, 21 were allocated to Armenians. Russians were granted 
10, in recognition of their long-standing presence within the territory of the 
new republic.  

The democratic nature of the Azerbaijan People‘s Republic can be said 
to have been more beneficial in principle than in actual fact. Its ambition to 
have all major political groups represented did ensure that most politics 
took place in Parliament rather than in the streets, but it made decision 
making difficult as Parliament turned out to be fragmented into numerous 
factions. Müsavat held two fifths of the occupied seats (some Armenian 
deputies conducted a boycott) and dominated proceedings. But a right-
wing party, Ittihad; the socialists, including Hümmät; the liberal Ahrar 
faction; and Armenians, including members of the ARF and independents, 
all held around ten seats each, making coalition governments necessary. 
Though it endured for less than two years, the state saw five different cabi-
nets. The Azerbaijan People‘s Republic was a parliamentary republic par 

excellence, having no presidency: the head of Parliament was the head of 
state. It also displayed the main shortcoming of the parliamentary form of 
government: the weakness of the executive, which was exacerbated by 
interference by a series of foreign powers—first Turkey, then Britain, and 
finally the Soviet Union. Parliament was a great venue for political activity, 
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with 145 sessions and more than 250 legislative proposals during its brief 
existence. It sought to initiate many reforms, with education being a pet 
issue. A comprehensive reform was enacted, making instruction in the 
Azerbaijani language obligatory in all schools as well as replacing the 
teaching of Russian history with that of Azerbaijan.69 A key accomplish-
ment was the establishment of a state university in Baku in 1919, teaching 
in Azerbaijani. 

Yet the domestic and international situations prevented the republic from 
focusing on internal reform, especially its implementation. Economic 
troubles were a leading cause, stemming mainly from the termination of 
trade with Russia due to the war in the North Caucasus, where the counter-
revolutionary White forces led by General Anton Denikin were fighting the 
Bolsheviks.70 Although, thanks to its oil, Azerbaijan fared somewhat better 
fiscally than its neighbors, revenue amounted only to two thirds of ex-
penditures in 1919. This gap created inflation and also debt, as Azerbaijan 
was able to attract credit thanks to the promise of future oil sales. 

The Azerbaijan Parliament failed in one important respect: land reform, 
one of the most important issues for the population. This was largely be-
cause of the country‘s informal power structures, which exercised authority 

behind the scenes. Kazemzadeh argues that ―Azerbaijan was ruled not so 

much by its parliament as by a combination of forces, including the Müsa-
vat, the fabulously rich owners of the Baku oil fields, and the feudal lan-
downers of western Azerbaijan.‖

71 Clearly, the newly created Parliament, 
with no experience in government, weak institutions, few financial re-
sources, and a chaotic domestic environment, was unable to supersede the 
existing informal power structures. The landlords, naturally, opposed land 
reform and managed to have consideration of this issue postponed several 
times in spite of Müsavat‘s attempts to deal with the issue, providing so-
cialist groups with a rallying cry and generating unrest in the countryside.  

 
The Republic and the Great Powers 

 
The Azerbaijan People‘s Republic did not live in a void: to the contrary, it 
existed in a volatile and completely unpredictable external environment. At 
its founding, Turkish armies were carrying its government to power in 
Baku while contemplating a new empire in Asia; less than six months later, 
the Ottoman Empire had capitulated to the Allies, leaving Azerbaijan alone 
and isolated. To the north, the fate of Russia was uncertain, with Whites 
and Reds fighting over command of the state, both equally determined to 
reassert control over the Caucasus and especially over Baku‘s black gold.  
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As has already been observed, Azerbaijan‘s relations with Turkey were 

complicated—perhaps too close for comfort. The Ottoman peace treaty of 
1918 recognized Georgia, but not Azerbaijan, as an independent state. This 
offended the Azerbaijani leaders, who envisioned their country as an inde-
pendent state closely allied with Turkey, but not as a part of the Ottoman 
Empire. Enver and Nuri Pasha, the half-brothers who led the Ottoman 
forces in the Caucasus, thought differently—for them, securing Azerbaijan 
was the most logical first step in reconstituting a Turanian Empire in the 
East as a replacement for the collapsing Middle Eastern and European 
Ottoman Empire. Though with hurt feelings, the Azerbaijani leadership 
quickly swallowed its pride. When Nuri Pasha interfered in the formation 
of a government, Prime Minister Khoisky compromised by redrawing his 
cabinet in a manner more to the Pasha‘s liking. If Azerbaijan did so for 

pragmatic reasons, the Ottoman attitude nonetheless broke many illusions 
of brotherhood. Furthermore, as Swietochowski observes, Ottoman interfe-
rence served to ―reinforce the trend toward Azerbaijanism within the re-
public‘s ruling elite: Azerbaijan‘s relations with Turkey would henceforth 

be tainted with resentment and distrust, while Pan-Turkism would be re-
duced to a purely cultural doctrine.‖

72  
But without Ottoman support, there was no chance of taking back Baku. 

In preparation for the march toward Azerbaijan‘s designated capital, the 
remnants of the ―Savage Division,‖ the Muslim volunteer army that had 

taken part in the First World War, merged with Azerbaijani general Ali 
Agha Shihlinski‘s Muslim National Corps and the Ottoman Fifth Infantry 
Division, creating the so-called Army of Islam. Its very name indicates the 
Ottomans‘ domination of the force, and thereby of the newly created re-
public. 

As Turkish and Azerbaijani forces built strength in Gandja in June 1918, 
Shaumian, the head of the Baku Commune, led attacks on the forces of the 
republic, apparently in the delusional assumption that the peasants of Azer-
baijan would rise up for socialism against their new ―bourgeois‖ leaders.

73 
Of course, nothing of the sort happened. While Shaumian‘s armies ad-
vanced at first, the four-day Battle of Gökçay ended their progress, and 
opened the road to the fall of the Baku Commune. The twenty-six commis-
sars escaped by ship to present-day Turkmenistan, where they would meet 
their death, executed in the desert by the local government, which was led 
by the Social Revolutionaries. In their place, the Social Revolutionaries 
created the Central Caspian Dictatorship in August 1918 with the support 
of the British army, which was eyeing the Caucasus from its base at the 
Iranian Caspian port of Enzeli. From there, General Lionel C. Dunsterville 
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landed in Baku in mid-August 1918 to complicate further the bewildering 
array of forces in the Caucasus. Dunsterville described himself as ―a Brit-
ish general on the Caspian, the only sea unploughed before by British 
keels, on board a ship named after a South African Dutch president and 
whilom enemy, sailing from a Persian port, under the Serbian flag, to re-
lieve from the Turks a body of Armenians in a revolutionary Russian 
town.‖

74 Dunsterville nevertheless left Baku after a month, considering the 
battle for the city lost. The Russian and Armenian defenders succumbed to 
the Army of Islam, which exacted vengeance for the massacres of March of 
that year, killing several thousand Armenians.  

The collapse of Turkey‘s western front and the Armistice of Mudros, 
signed October 30, 1918, which ended hostilities between the Ottoman 
Empire and the Allies, forced Turkish forces to withdraw from Azerbaijan, 
leaving it exposed and without a protector. As the Turks left, a new British 
force entered the Caucasus, led by General William Thomson. The Azer-
baijani government had accepted the British presence on condition that 
White Russian units would not be allowed in the city.75 The British force 
was accepted reluctantly, as it reduced the sovereignty of the Azerbaijani 
government; but on the whole, it must be regarded as a benign factor. It 
stayed in Baku, and Thomson granted Azerbaijan jurisdiction over Kara-
bakh. Thomson‘s presence also helped support order in Baku. Though 

wary at first, Thomson warmed to the democratic credentials of the Azer-
baijan People‘s Republic, and came to recognize it as the legitimate gov-
ernment of Azerbaijan. The British forces left in August 1919, leaving the 
republic completely sovereign for the nine months that remained before the 
Soviet invasion. As an aside, Azerbaijan nearly experienced control by yet 
another foreign power in the meantime, as Italy was awarded a mandate 
over the country in the Treaty of Versailles. Only a change of government 
in Rome prevented Italian troops from landing in the Caucasus.76 

To the south, Iran‘s government saw Azerbaijan as an Ottoman creation 
and feared its aims in regard to southern Azerbaijan. Indeed, fears of of-
fending Iran prompted Baku to refer to the nascent republic as ―Caucasian 

Azerbaijan.‖ Generally, Azerbaijan had no easy task in dealing with its 

neighbors. It was in a constant state of conflict with Armenia, as both 
claimed the areas of Zangezur and Nakhichevan. In the face of the common 
Russian threat, Azerbaijan managed to conclude an alliance with Georgia, 
though the affiliation of the Zaqatala district, in Azerbaijan‘s northwestern 
corner, was a bone of contention.  

Like its neighbors, Azerbaijan desperately sought Allied support and 
recognition at the Paris Peace Conference, sending some of its most senior 
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statesmen to the negotiations. But the constant bickering of the Armenian, 
Azerbaijani, and Georgian delegations, and their inability to present a unit-
ed front, terminated any remaining hope that the war-weary European 
powers would take on responsibility for a faraway region still understood 
as a part of Russia. Only when the White forces led by General Denikin 
were irreversibly routed by the Bolsheviks in early 1920 did the Allies 
extend de facto recognition to Azerbaijan, in a vain last hope of averting a 
Bolshevik takeover of the Caucasus. 

 
The Fall of the First Republic 

 
On February 2, 1920, Soviet commissar for foreign affairs Grigory Chiche-
rin sent a note to Prime Minister Khoisky, which Swietochowski aptly 
terms ―the opening salvo in a war of nerves.‖

77 Commissar Chicherin de-
manded that Baku concede to a military agreement to accelerate the defeat 
of the White armies. Khoisky refused. Learning of this development at the 
Paris Peace Conference, the Allies now belatedly understood that the Azer-
baijan People‘s Republic was the chief factor preventing a Soviet invasion 
of the entire South Caucasus. The Allied Supreme Council hence recog-
nized Azerbaijan, and a decision was made to send military aid to the 
South Caucasus. Of course, it was too late. Chicherin took matters one step 
further two weeks later, denouncing Azerbaijan‘s intransigence and repeat-
ing his demands. Khoisky failed to budge, demanding that Soviet recogni-
tion of Azerbaijan precede any agreement. But by this time, Khoisky no 
longer had the full backing of the diverse Azerbaijani governing elite. 
While the right-wing Müsavat was behind him, a number of other groups 
and individuals—perhaps realizing that no one would come to Azerbaijan‘s 

rescue—advocated appeasing Soviet Russia in order to secure the repub-
lic‘s survival. Chief among these was Memmed Hasan Hajinski, at that 
time interior minister. Hajinski was replaced and moved to a less central 
cabinet position, but continued to advocate close relations with Russia, 
basing his position in part on an economic rationale—that is, by supplying 
oil to the Soviets, Azerbaijan could buy its own survival. By March, Räsul-
zadä and his Müsavat followers had been swayed by this line of reasoning. 
As Swietochowski puts it, ―The Azerbaijani ruling elite realistically and 
prudently began preparing for the inevitable.‖

78 
On March 23, an Armenian uprising broke out in Karabakh, prompting 

almost the entire Azerbaijani military to rush to the region. A harbinger of 
things to come seven decades later, the uprising also prevented the Azer-
baijani military from putting up a serious fight against the Bolsheviks a 
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month later. In retrospect, given the Bolshevik tendency to punish peoples 
that resisted their invasion, Karabakh‘s uprising may paradoxically have 
prevented the useless spilling of blood for a hopeless cause. At the very 
same time, the 70,000-strong Bolshevik Eleventh Army was occupying the 
North Caucasus, including Dagestan, positioning itself for the next target: 
Baku. There is little doubt the Bolsheviks saw taking Baku as a high priori-
ty, not least because of the city‘s oil resources. Lenin himself at this time 
emphasized the point to Georgian Bolshevik leader Sergo Orzhonikdze, 
noting that it was ―extremely important to take Baku.‖

79 To facilitate this 
endeavor, the Kavburo, or Caucasian bureau of the Bolshevik Party, was 
created. While underscoring the importance Moscow accorded to capturing 
the South Caucasus, the existence of the Kavburo also illustrates the weak-
ness of local Bolshevik groups and their lack of popular following in the 
South Caucasus at the time—even in industrial Baku, the city potentially 
most likely to harbor Bolshevik sympathizers.  

With Soviet troops massing on the border, the government collapsed, 
with many of its leading figures escaping to Tiflis and on to Turkey and the 
West. On April 27, the first armored trains crossed into Azerbaijan, in a 
variation from Moscow‘s standard routine of waiting for a local Bolshevik 
coup and responding to the Bolsheviks‘ request for succor. The newly 

created Azerbaijani Communist Party issued a declaration that the equally 
new Azrevkom, the Provisional Azerbaijan Revolutionary Committee, was 
the land‘s only legitimate authority. The next day, an Azerbaijani Sovnar-
kom, or Soviet People‘s Commissariate, was created, consisting mainly of 

former Hümmät members and led by Nariman Narimanov.80  
Since there were few Soviets around Azerbaijan, the sovietization of the 

country had to be undertaken from above: through the instigation of revolu-
tionary committees, often composed of one official sent to a given region 
who in turn recruited members.  

The Red Army moved on toward its next target, Georgia. The Bolshe-
viks thought they could subdue that country as easily as they had con-
quered Baku, but resistance to their progress through rural Azerbaijan was 
so strong that they had to postpone their plans for Georgia for almost a 
year. Indeed, resistance in the countryside continued for years and proved 
ferocious in many places. In particular, the military campaign to regain 
territory lost to Poland in the Great War forced the Bolsheviks to make a 
priority of securing their advances rather than pressing onward in the Cau-
casus. Though Baku had fallen relatively easily, this did not signal the easy 
sovietization of Azerbaijan.  
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The first uprising occurred with the mutiny of the Gandja garrison, 
which seized the Muslim area of the city on May 28, the second anniver-
sary of Azerbaijan‘s independence. Only after heavy fighting and great 

losses were the Bolsheviks able to take the city back. Smaller revolts fol-
lowed in Shusha, Lenkoran, Quba, and Zaqatala. But as Swietochowski 
noted, the resistance occurred mainly spontaneously, conducted by isolated 
groups with little organization—and was therefore doomed to failure.81 
Though the unrest continued until 1924, Azerbaijan was now thoroughly in 
Soviet hands. 

The Azerbaijani People‘s Republic may have lasted only twenty-three 
months, but it left a crucial mark on Azerbaijani and Caucasian history. As 
the first republic built on democratic principles in the Muslim world, pre-
dating the Turkish republic by five years and providing an important stimu-
lus for it, it proved early on the inherent compatibility of Islamic culture 
and democratic values. It did so not only in its declarative acts—such as 
extending suffrage to women long before many Western countries did—but 
through its civilized form of government, with political matters being de-
cided by means of successive coalitions in Parliament rather than by vi-
olence. Moreover, the First Republic set an undeniable precedent that the 
newly independent Azerbaijan of the 1990s would look back to for legiti-
macy and inspiration. In this it would enjoy an advantage that the former 
Soviet republics of Central Asian states would not. The fact that Azerbaijan 
had been—for its time—a democratic republic would strengthen the hand 
of progressive forces in the 1990s, and proved an effective antidote to re-
treat into full-blown authoritarianism. 
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2 
Soviet Azerbaijan 

 
 
 
 

After the fall of the First Republic, Azerbaijan was technically an indepen-
dent Soviet state. In this guise, it was used by the Soviet powers to spread 
the revolution to Muslim lands beyond the borders of what had been czarist 
Russia, and to improve relations with the newly established Republic of 
Turkey, led by the staunchly reformist secularist Kemal Atatürk. There was 
even an Azerbaijani diplomatic representation in Ankara. Moreover, in 
September 1920 Baku hosted a ―Congress of the Peoples of the East,‖ 

which brought together communists and representatives of Asian national 
liberation movements with a view—from the Bolsheviks‘ perspective, 

anyway1
—of undermining imperialism worldwide. But these gestures to-

ward autonomy constituted only a brief experiment; by the end of the 
1920s Azerbaijan would be gradually integrated into the Soviet Union, its 
independence gone. Sovietization would thoroughly change Azerbaijan‘s 

society, economy, and mentality, and create a rift between northern and 
southern (Iranian) Azerbaijan that continues to this day.  
 

The Sovietization of Azerbaijan 

 
In September 1920, Azerbaijani Communist authorities ceded most impor-
tant functions of statehood, including defense and finance, to the Russian 
Soviet Federated Socialist Republic, confirming de jure what was already 
the de facto reality: Azerbaijan was now ruled from Moscow. In the initial 
years of Soviet rule, two key issues stood out: the territorial delimitations 
of the South Caucasus and the role of the titular nationality in the govern-
ing of the republic. A key role in these issues was played by Azerbaijan‘s 

Communist leader, Nariman Narimanov. Born in 1870 in Tiflis (now Tbili-
si), Narimanov became part of the emerging Azerbaijani cultural intelli-
gentsia. He began his professional life as a schoolteacher in the 1890s, but 
he also wrote plays, including the first Azerbaijani historical drama, Nadir 

Shah, which he completed in 1894.2 His political career began with the 
Hümmät movement, discussed in the previous chapter, and intensified 
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when he traveled to Odessa to study medicine. He joined the Russian So-
cial Democratic Workers‘ Party in 1905, when he was 35. One of his 
strongest political motivations appears to have been opposition to Russifi-
cation of the subject nations of the czarist empire. He was jailed in Tiflis in 
1908, then exiled to Astrakhan, in Russia, the next year. Returning to Baku 
in 1917, he became one of the leading intellectuals of the national move-
ment that emerged there, in close interaction with the would-be leaders of 
the First Republic. He nevertheless chose the Bolsheviks‘ line in their dis-
pute with the more gradualist Mensheviks and like the other Hümmätists 
initially backed the Baku Commune. Narimanov was the only Azerbaijani 
Turk in the Baku Soviet of 1917–18; as a leader with both socialist and 
national credentials, he was a wise choice as leader of the Provisional 
Azerbaijan Revolutionary Committee (Azrevkom) in 1920. 
  
Soviet Nationality Policy and Korenizatsiia 

 
The Bolshevik policy on nationalities, closely following the ideas of Lenin 
and Stalin, was composed of two rather contradictory principles. One main 
determinant was the conviction that socialism would make nationalism 
obsolete. The end of class struggle would remove the support base of na-
tionalism in society. In a socialist society, nations would first grow closer 
(sblizhenie) in order to eventually merge (slianiie). Given that this was 
understood as a historically inescapable fact, the ruling socialists saw no 
danger in speeding up this process by granting all national groups full 
rights to develop their own culture and language, even to the extent of 
acknowledging a right of secession. The more concessions made to nation-
al demands, it was thought, the sooner nationalism itself would vanish.3 
Hence, a policy was implemented that actively and aggressively ―nati-
vized‖ the minority areas, bringing locals to positions of power and creat-
ing actual intellectual elites. This policy was especially appropriate for the 
Muslim subject nations, since emphasizing national identity was instru-
mental in weakening religious identity, the main Bolshevik nemesis.4 

In spite of the successful military reconquest of areas that did exercise 
the right to secession, such as the South Caucasus, the Soviet state was 
being built in marked conformity with Lenin‘s ideas. Indeed, the Soviet 

Union developed an ethnically based territorial structure paralleled by that 
of no other state in history, amounting to what Terry Martin calls an ―af-
firmative action empire.‖ The Soviet state evolved, in effect, into a hierar-
chically organized ethnic federation. As Martin puts it, ―New national 

elites were trained and promoted to leadership positions in the government, 
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schools, and industrial enterprises of these newly formed territories. In 
each territory, the national language was declared the official language of 
government. In dozens of cases, this necessitated the creation of a written 
language where one did not yet exist.‖

5  
Immediately after having won the civil war and begun to consolidate its 

rule in the early 1920s, the Bolshevik government launched the policy of 
korenizatsiia (nativization). The doctrine of self-determination evolved into 
a concept of nation building, which in practice implied central support for 
the consolidation of the various ethnic groups in the Soviet Union. As Ger-
hard Simon writes, it became official party policy to help the non-Russian 
peoples ―catch up with the better-developed Central Russia … develop a 

local-language press, schools, theaters, clubs, and cultural and educational 
facilities altogether; to establish and further a network of courses and 
schools for … education in local languages.‖

6  
Lenin managed to force through his position that the Soviet Union be 

composed of equal republics, of which Russia would be one—though Sta-
lin argued against this. The Soviet Union was from the beginning created 
as a hierarchical federation of ethnically defined territories. Though the 
number of such territories varied until the annexation of new lands in the 
Second World War, eventually there were more than fifty of them, each 
with a functional governmental structure. Significantly, of the more than 
100 ethnic groups identified in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR), 53 at some point were the titular nation of an ethnically deter-
mined administrative unit.7 

The primary units in this elaborate federal system were the soviet social-
ist republics (SSR), eventually fifteen in number, which were constructed 
in the manner of independent states that were joined in a federation to form 
the USSR. Second in the hierarchy were the autonomous soviet socialist 
republics (ASSR), of which there were more than fifteen, including Nakhi-
chevan; third, and fewer in number, were the autonomous provinces, or 
oblasts (including Mountainous Karabakh), and finally a few autonomous 
areas, or Okrugi. These autonomous formations were subject to the juris-
diction of one of the SSRs, not directly to that of the central authorities. 
Officially, SSR and ASSR status was to be given to ethnic groups with a 
developed sense of national consciousness, whereas less ―advanced‖ ethnic 

groups were to be assigned the lower level of self-rule of an autonomous 
region, which did not have its own constitution and was not intended to 
have political and economic self-determination at the level enjoyed by an 
ASSR. At all levels of the autonomous hierarchy, the local languages and 
cultures were aggressively promoted throughout the 1920s.  
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In numerous cases, the Soviet authorities created alphabets and written 
languages for peoples that had not used their language in writing. Written 
languages were developed for forty-eight ethnic groups, which until then 
had had no literature in their own spoken language. This meant the intro-
duction of native languages in public life, replacing Russian. This policy 
was not merely cosmetic; indeed, it formed a most remarkable example of 
social engineering that benefited the separate identities of the minority 
groups within the Soviet Union. As Simon notes, ―Support for and devel-
opment of non-Russian languages was one of the most visible signs of the 
policy of nation-building.‖

8  
At the creation of the Soviet Union in 1922, the Communist Party was 

dominated by Russians and a few other ethnic groups. Russians constituted 
72 percent of party members (compared to roughly half of the population 
as a whole), while Jews were heavily overrepresented relative to their share 
of the population. Poles, Armenians, and Georgians were also well 
represented. On the other hand, Ukrainians, Belorussians, and especially 
Muslim peoples were practically absent from the party. In the higher eche-
lons of the party, this structure was even more pronounced. Throughout the 
1920s and early 1930s, however, a dramatic shift in the party and state 
structures developed. In the ten years from 1922 to 1932, the percentage of 
Ukrainians in the Ukrainian party structures went from 24 percent to 59 
percent, while native representation in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan went 
from practically zero to 57 percent. In Armenia, the percentage of Arme-
nians was already high, at almost 90 percent, and stayed there, while in 
Georgia it increased slightly, from 62 percent to 66 percent. These were the 
only titular nations that were consistently well-represented in the party 
structures compared to their proportion of the population.9 As for Azerbai-
jan, it had a much higher rate of native participation than any other Muslim 
republic, though it lagged behind Armenia and Georgia. 

Perhaps because of his origins in the Caucasus and his experience in that 
region, Stalin seemed considerably less convinced than Lenin of the tran-
sient nature of nationalism. This perception grew stronger with time, and 
Stalin in his mind ever more departed from the conviction that class con-
sciousness would necessarily and automatically surpass national con-
sciousness. As Simon notes, Stalin ―did not share Lenin‘s optimism that the 

revolution had in principle ended nationalism and separatism or that the 
best way to neutralize these movements would be to make national conces-
sions.‖

10 Stalin agreed with Lenin that in the time of civil war, national 
concessions were necessary from a purely pragmatic perspective. While 
realizing the objective need to grant autonomy to the minorities and es-
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pouse the theoretical concept of self-determination, Stalin early on favored 
the equal bestowal of autonomous rights on all minorities within the Rus-
sian state, rather than the gradual, hierarchically differentiated federal sta-
tus granted to different non-Russian groups. 

Stalin also saw the very concept of nationhood in a more realistic and 
less ideologically determined way than most Bolsheviks, including Lenin. 
He ―considered relations between nations to be similar to relations between 

classes, that is, to be determined by force rather than by education or un-
derstanding.‖

11 By the late 1920s, Stalin‘s rhetoric had changed with the 

introduction of the term ―socialist nations.‖ He argued that the nation 

building of the USSR had helped the oppressed nations to blossom, which 
was a necessary stage in the historical process that would eventually lead to 
the merger of nations (slianiie). 

Practically speaking, during the 1930s and later Stalin strengthened the 
centralized character of Soviet rule. It should be recalled that the Soviet 
Union‘s federative structure was not mirrored in the organization of the 
Communist Party. The party had always been a highly centralized institu-
tion directed from the center in Moscow. This lever was constantly availa-
ble to regulate the level of actual self-rule by the indigenous elites in the 
ethnic units of the Union. As Audrey Altstadt has noted, the party-state 
divide was paralleled in Azerbaijan by an ethnic divide: the state apparatus 
of the Azerbaijani Republic very soon came to be filled by Azerbaijani 
Turks, whereas the Communist Party was dominated by non-natives for 
many years, reflecting the nonindigenous nature of the communist ideolo-
gy.12 

In 1934, Stalin began dismantling institutions that promoted nativization 
or the rights of minorities in various cities, autonomous republics, and 
regions, such as the Presidium of the Council of Nationalities. Especially in 
the economic realm, the centralization of the state was accelerated, a 
process that began with the onslaught of collectivization in 1929, when the 
administration of agriculture was centralized in Moscow. Economic and 
political power was concentrated at the SSR level, and increasingly at the 
level of the Union authorities, who gained the ability to overrule republic-
level decisions in most matters of importance. Hence, by the mid-1930s the 
autonomy extended to the ethnic republics was gradually being reduced. 
Stalin, however, was careful not to touch the symbolic status of the ethnic 
republics: centralization did not mean the abolition of autonomous units. 
This corresponded well with Stalin‘s dictum ―National in form, socialist in 

content.‖ Similarly, at the center, the Council of Nationalities was ex-
panded in size and standing; however, its presidium, which had been intro-
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duced against Stalin‘s wishes in 1923, disappeared upon the promulgation 

of the constitution of 1936, which clearly indicated the move toward cen-
tralization.  

 
Issues of Territorial Delimitation 

 
Following the sovietization of Armenia at the end of 1920 and of Georgia 
in early 1921, the Bolshevik leadership rejuvenated—mainly on economic 
grounds—the 1918 idea of a South Caucasian federation. This jurisdiction 
took the form of the Transcaucasian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic 
(Transcaucasian Federation), which would be a constituent member of the 
Soviet Union, still in formation at that point. The federalization of the 
South Caucasus was vigorously resisted by Narimanov and other Azerbai-
jani Communists, but to no avail. Narimanov was nevertheless lucky 
enough to be promoted away from Baku to Moscow, as one of the four 
mainly ceremonial chairmen of the Central Executive Committee of the 
USSR. He died a natural death in 1925. Azerbaijan was amalgamated into 
the Transcaucasian Federation, which controlled most aspects of adminis-
tration, including budgeting, commerce, the distribution and use of land 
and natural resources, and judicial as well as educational issues. There was 
little left for Baku to decide: in many ways, with the seat of the federation 
in Tiflis, the situation was reminiscent not only of the Transcaucasian Fed-
eration of 1918 but of the czarist viceroyalty of the Caucasus. As Altstadt 
writes, ―Azerbaijan found itself back in the ‗prison house of peoples,‘ with 

new and zealous jailers.‖
13 

Territorial delimitation nevertheless remained an issue, and a central 
one. At stake was the status of Nakhichevan, Mountainous Karabakh, and 
Zangezur. Armenia and Azerbaijan both claimed these areas, which had all 
been part of the First Republic. The deliberations, mainly managed by 
Moscow, with the personal involvement of Stalin, were not completed until 
March 1924. By that time, Zangezur had been granted outright to the Ar-
menian Republic. Zanzegur had no form of territorial autonomy. On the 
other hand, both Nakhichevan and Karabakh were made special territories. 
Even though Nakhichevan was separated from the rest of Azerbaijan by 
Zangezur, it was made an autonomous republic within Azerbaijan; whereas 
the mountainous, largely Armenian-populated parts of Karabakh were 
given the lower status of an autonomous province—but also within Azer-
baijan, though with an ethnic Armenian majority, and an Armenian party 
elite administering the area. This decision was to take on momentous im-
portance in the latter part of the Soviet period, as Armenian nationalists 
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considered the granting of Karabakh to Azerbaijan to be a historic injus-
tice. They felt similarly about the disposition of Nakhichevan, even though 
it had an Azerbaijani majority. Azerbaijani scholars, for their part, la-
mented the loss of Zangezur and of the Derbent area of Southern Dagestan, 
which they considered historically Azerbaijani. They also questioned the 
reason for providing autonomy to Karabakh, given its small population and 
the fact that its residents were a national minority that already had a homel-
and, Armenia. Indeed, the territorial delimitation deviated from Leninist 
principles, which normally granted territorial autonomy only to peoples 
without a homeland. Karabakh and Nakhichevan were in fact the only two 
autonomous units of the Soviet Union that were named after a geographic 
area and not a people. Karabakh was also the only autonomous region in 
the USSR whose titular nationality also was the titular nation of a union 
republic. As a jurisdiction Nakhichevan was even more bizarre, an Azer-
baijani autonomous unit within the Azerbaijani Republic. Its autonomy was 
hence solely motivated by its geographic exclave status; then again, Kali-
ningrad was an exclave of Russia and had only the status of a regular Rus-
sian province.  

In 1936, the newly promulgated Soviet constitution spelled the end of 
the Transcaucasian Federation. Each republic now constituted a nominally 
independent soviet socialist republic in voluntary union with its counter-
parts in the USSR. This new arrangement removed the federation level 
between Moscow and Baku, and confirmed Azerbaijan‘s nominal right to 
secession.  

 
The Great Terror: Lives—and Collective Memory—Lost  

 
In the first years of sovietization, Azerbaijan in several respects had fared 
well. The country‘s borders were largely resolved, with Nakhichevan, Ka-
rabakh, and Zaqatala confirmed as parts of Azerbaijan. Most of its leaders 
from the independence era were allowed to live, and some, like 
Mämmädemin Räsulzadä, were even taken into the Soviet administration. 
Korenizatsiia allowed for the emergence of a new, Azerbaijani class of 
professionals in the administration—something unthinkable in czarist 
times. But after these initial advances, the situation quickly deteriorated up 
to the time of the Second World War. As elsewhere in the Soviet Union, 
Stalin‘s repression intensified, threatening the very foundation of the na-
tion‘s intellectual life. 

As Altstadt has noted, the ―Great Terror‖ in Azerbaijan consisted of 

three main phases.14 The first, in the early 1920s, was the crushing of initial 
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opposition to Soviet rule and of specific class enemies such as religious 
leaders and kulaks. The second, in the late 1920s and early 1930s, targeted 
the ―national communists‖ across the Union, specifically Müsavat mem-
bers in the case of Azerbaijan. The third and most serious, in the late 
1930s, targeted a broader group, including Azerbaijan‘s old Bolshevik 

leaders and the republic‘s entire cultural elite and their works. The purges 

were directed by ―Azerbaijan‘s Stalin,‖ Mir Jafar Baghirov, commissar for 
internal affairs until 1933 and subsequently first secretary of the Commun-
ist Party of Azerbaijan until Stalin‘s death in 1953. 

Repression from the early days of Soviet rule onward focused primarily 
on Müsavat supporters. This campaign reached its heyday during 1927–28, 
as Soviet propaganda sought to vehemently counter the émigré publications 
coming out of Turkey and Western Europe, and rounded up for exile or 
death people associated with Müsavat in the pre-Soviet era. Religious lead-
ers experienced their share of the repression as well. In the early 1920s, 
Soviet leaders had mainly built on the native secularism that had been the 
trademark of the First Republic. In 1927, however, the hujjum (an attack on 
religion in the Muslim areas of the USSR) was launched, focusing on the 
emancipation of women and the forced removal of the veil. The hujjum 
was soon followed by the mass closure of mosques and harassment of 
ams.15 The collectivization of agriculture during 1929–30, which included 
the formation of hundreds of kolkhozy (collective farms), brought with it 
an onslaught on the kulaks (landowning peasants). Stunningly, the ―deku-
lakization‖ proceeded on an assumption of how many kulaks would on 

average exist in a locality, followed by a demand that village soviets pro-
duce that number of kulaks for deportation and exile. But inaccurate popu-
lation data made these assumptions faulty and led to the deportation to 
Siberia of many peasants of poor or modest means who simply opposed 
collectivization.16 

Coinciding with the abolition of the Transcaucasian Soviet Federated 
Republic, the period from 1936 to 1938 was particularly horrific for the old 
Communists of Azerbaijan, in fact those who had established Soviet power 
in the republic. Lumped together as ―Trotskyite-Zinovievite riffraff,‖ pan-
Islamists, pan-Turkists, Müsavatists, German spies, or generally as anti-
communists, many of the members of the old elite were eliminated. In spite 
of his closeness to Stalin, Narimanov (who had died in 1925) was now 
vilified as a nationalist, and his time generally and pejoratively referred to 
by the derogatory term of ―Narimanovshchina.‖ Baghirov himself sur-
vived, in all likelihood because of his close personal relationship with La-
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vrentii Beria, the head of the Soviet secret police who maintained an iron 
grip on his native Caucasus. 

The Great Terror coincided with a new phase in the Soviet Union‘s de-
velopment. The national differentiation of the various nations, especially 
Muslim ones, had progressed to the level where Moscow could dispense 
with ―horizontal‖ relations among the different republican capitals, and 

replace them with direct, vertical relations between Moscow and each re-
public, what Tadeusz Swietochowski calls ―the crowning act in the Stalin-
ist policy of promoting local particularisms by splitting cultural, linguistic, 
or regional entities.‖

17  
Doing away with relations among the republics, Moscow sought also to 

isolate each national group within the Soviet Union, and hence to prevent 
contacts with the outside world—in the case of Azerbaijan, specifically 
Iran and Turkey. This not only meant severing Azerbaijan from its kin but 
also from its own history. A threefold strategy was developed to accom-
plish this objective. First, the people itself was renamed: whereas the Tur-
kic inhabitants of Azerbaijan had been registered as ―Turks‖ in the 1926 

census, in 1936 they became ―Azerbaijanis,‖ with any reference to their 

Turkic origin removed. Second, the alphabet was once again changed: 
having exchanged the Arabic alphabet for the Latin one in 1926, they now 
had to abandon the Latin for the Cyrillic. In one stroke, this policy made 
most of the population illiterate, as they had barely had the time and expo-
sure to get used to Latin, and it cut off Azerbaijan from cultural links to 
Kemalist Turkey, which had adopted the Latin alphabet shortly after (and 
with inspiration from) Azerbaijan. Finally, an onslaught on the literary and 
cultural intelligentsia of the country was launched, which in fact amounted 
to an attempt to eradicate the collective memory of the Azerbaijani people. 
Of 70,000 people reported killed in the purges that followed, a full 29,000 
were listed as part of the intelligentsia.18 The estimates of the total number 
of people killed during 1937–38 alone are higher, at around 120,000. But 
as Altstadt observed writing in 1992, ―The more enduring impact was 

blackening the memories of national and cultural leaders, distorting their 
words and misrepresenting their intentions, confiscating published writ-
ings, and manipulating the content of literature and school curricula. These 
policies reached beyond the lives of the destroyed individuals to affect later 
generations in ways that the present generation is only beginning to 
grasp.‖

19 
 



40     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

Azerbaijan During and After World War II  

 
The German attack on the Soviet Union had the Caucasus and specifically 
Baku‘s oil as one of its chief military objectives. The Nazi onslaught ex-
tended no further than the northern tip of Ingushetia, however. Because 
German forces never crossed the main Caucasian ridge, Azerbaijan was 
spared the material destruction of war. But given the high number of Azer-
baijanis drafted into the Soviet military, Azerbaijan‘s people did not go 

unaffected. This is indicated by pre- and postwar population figures. In 
1940, the year before Germany attacked the Soviet Union, Azerbaijan had 
an official population of 3.2 million (a figure that, according to Altstadt, 
was almost certainly inflated, given the collectivization, famines, exile, and 
purges of the preceding decades20). In 1946, the year after the war ended, 
Azerbaijan‘s population was officially listed as being 2.7 million, a loss of 

about half a million, though the real decrease was likely smaller given the 
high probability that the prewar population had been overstated. Though 
statistics are unreliable, Azerbaijan evidently sent more than half a million 
soldiers to the war. Most never made it back.21 This staggering figure illu-
strates the treatment of the non-Russian peoples in the Soviet army. Central 
Asian and Caucasian peoples constituted three times as large a proportion 
of the military as they did of the general population; in battles such as Sta-
lingrad, where Soviet soldiers perished as cannon fodder by the thousands, 
Central Asians and Caucasians may have made up half of the fighting 
force.22 On the other hand, Azerbaijanis also figured among the ―Eastern 

Legions‖ created among the Soviet prisoners of war by the Germans. Some 
joined voluntarily, others less willingly—given the low chances of survival 
in German prisoner-of-war camps, joining the Eastern Legions must have 
seemed, more than anything, a potential ticket to survival to many such 
enlistees. Swietochowski has estimated the number at 25,000 to 35,000.23 
Meanwhile, Germany was courting the Müsavatist exile community in 
Europe. Räsulzadä was invited to Berlin, but chose to leave the city rather 
than cut a deal with Nazi Germany. 

A short-lived corollary to the war was the need for Moscow to secure in-
ternal peace for the duration of the fighting. While anecdotal evidence 
indicates that Stalin contemplated deporting the population of Azerbaijan, 
much as he deported Chechens, Ingush, and other peoples considered unre-
liable, this has not been proven. What is clear, however, is that the Russifi-
cation policies briefly gave way to patriotic propaganda emphasizing the 
defense of the homeland and digging into Azerbaijani cultural history. 
While this practice was reversed immediately after the war, peace also 
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provided renewed links with southern Azerbaijan: the Soviet occupation of 
northern Iran and the brief Soviet support for the creation of an Azerbaijani 
state there brought many northern Azerbaijanis in contact with the Soviet-
occupied areas in Iran. The fall in 1946 of a nascent south Azerbaijani 
republic, led by Jafar Pishevari, ended such relations, and brought numer-
ous refugees to Soviet Azerbaijan from the south.24  

In the decade that followed, which coincided with Mir Jafar Baghirov‘s 

last years in power, Russification and the accompanying onslaught on 
Azerbaijani cultural identity accelerated. Historical resistance to Russian 
occupation was denounced, and Turkic epics such as The Book of Dede 

Korkut were banned. Baghirov himself began praising Russia and the Rus-
sian language with increasing fervor. This only came to an end with Sta-
lin‘s death in 1953, which was followed by Lavrentii Beria‘s short-lived 
attempt to use the nationality question to enable his succession to Stalin.25 
Beria himself was killed shortly thereafter, but the resurgence of the non-
Russian peoples and a reversal of Russification and centralization fol-
lowed. Indeed, by 1954, Nikita Khrushchev, by then first secretary of the 
Communist Party, had increased the economic power of the union repub-
lics and permitted a restoration of the position of the indigenous languages. 
Baghirov was removed from his position as first secretary of the party in 
Azerbaijan in July 1953, four months after Stalin‘s death, and ―Azerbai-
jan‘s Stalin‖ was sentenced to be executed three years later.  

Baghirov‘s successors, plant geneticist Imam Mustafayev and medical 
doctor Vali Akhundov, were considerably less dominant leaders. Under 
their rule, the Communist Party was characterized more by group leader-
ship and consensus politics than by the strongman methods Baghirov had 
used before them and Heydar Aliyev would later. Mustafayev nevertheless 
led the rehabilitation of Narimanov, who would even be honored as a 
founding father of Soviet Azerbaijan. He also diligently advocated official 
status for the Azerbaijani language, promoted the economic autonomy of 
the republic, and encouraged the migration of Azeris to Baku, starting, in 
earnest, the process that would gradually transform the city from a mul-
tiethnic city to an Azerbaijani one. Under Akhundov, Azerbaijanis became 
a majority in the Azerbaijani Communist Party for the first time.26  

In the early 1960s, toward the end of the Khrushchev era, the thaw nev-
ertheless was again reversed, in one of the many changes of direction in 
Soviet nationality policy, and the antireligious campaign was reinvigorated. 
But the 1960s brought another development of great economic significance 
for Azerbaijan: the discovery of immense oil fields in western Siberia and 
the gradual loss of Soviet interest in Azerbaijan‘s oil. Investment and assis-
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tance from the center consequently dwindled, and Azerbaijan dropped to 
last place among Soviet republics in terms of industrial growth.27 The em-
phasis on oil and cotton in the Azerbaijani economy meant a structural 
imbalance that fixed Azerbaijan as a producer of raw materials, providing 
more to the Soviet economy than it got in return.28 

 
The Aliyev Era 

 
In July 1969, Heydar Aliyev acceded to the post of first secretary of the 
Azerbaijani Communist Party, marking the beginning of one man‘s re-
markable domination of the republic‘s political scene, which would last for 

more than three decades. Aliyev was born to a family of modest origins in 
Nakhichevan in 1923 or possibly earlier, and graduated from the Nakhi-
chevan Pedagogical Institute in 1939. He then made a career in the Azer-
baijani security services, beginning with the People‘s Commissariat of 

Internal Affairs, and joined the Communist Party in 1945. He returned to 
Baku in 1950, working in the Ministry of State Security. In 1957, while 
working with apparent success in the Committee for State Security (KGB) 
of Azerbaijan, he acquired a degree in history from Baku State University, 
writing a thesis on the Turkic nationalist Committee for Union and 
Progress movement of the early twentieth century.29  

Aliyev rose rapidly through the ranks, becoming deputy head of the 
Azerbaijani KGB in 1964. His more specific activities in the security ser-
vices are the subject of much speculation. Many sources point to his work 
in the Azerbaijani KGB‘s Eastern Division, whose jurisdiction included 

Iran (where Aliyev may have worked during the short-lived Azerbaijani 
republic there) and the Middle East. Aliyev became a close associate of and 
deputy to Semyon Tsvigun, Leonid Brezhnev‘s brother-in-law, who headed 
the Azerbaijani KGB until 1967. When Tsvigun was promoted to head of 
the Soviet KGB, Aliyev replaced him. Only two years later, he was ap-
pointed head of the Communist Party of Azerbaijan. Aliyev‘s rise did not 

end there: in 1976, he became a candidate member of the Politburo, the 
highest decision-making authority in the Soviet Union, but retained his 
position in Azerbaijan. When Yuri Andropov succeeded Brezhnev as So-
viet leader in 1982, Aliyev became a full member of the Politburo and a 
deputy prime minister of the Soviet Union—the third-highest position in 
the empire. At the time, Western media speculated that Aliyev was given 
this position as a result of the Soviet Union‘s growing interest in the Mus-
lim world. However, most evidence indicates that his elevation had little to 
do with foreign policy and more to do with Soviet elite politics. Aliyev 
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himself told Thomas Goltz in no uncertain terms that ―Andropov was insis-
tent [ that I go to Moscow] because he wanted to have his own people [in 
Moscow] and I was one of his people.‖

30 A close Andropov associate, 
Aliyev retained his high-ranking positions until 1987, when Mikhail Gor-
bachev, as part of his efforts under perestroika to recentralize power and 
rein in the national republics, removed Aliyev from power. 

Aliyev‘s governance style and relationship with Brezhnev were indica-
tive of a larger trend in the Soviet Union. With Brezhnev, the fundamental 
dynamic of center-periphery relations changed, as a more or less explicit 
compact was established. Republican leaders such as Aliyev and Eduard 
Shevardnadze, and Central Asian leaders such as Sharaf Rashidov and 
Dinmuhammed Kunaev, provided absolute loyalty, kept internal order, and 
delivered economic goods to the Union. In return, they were more or less 
free to run their affairs as they saw fit: as Georgi Derluguian has put it, ―the 
Soviet state simply failed to penetrate there.‖

31 This arrangement led, for 
most of the 1970s and into the 1980s, to the most stable and arguably most 
locally grounded period of leadership in the Soviet era, though the new 
balance that was allowed to form inevitably resulted in a consolidation of 
patronage structures that produced groups of haves and have-nots.  

One of the main reasons Aliyev came to power was his reputation (like 
that of Eduard Shevardnadze in Georgia) as a man of action, who could 
root out the widespread corruption and nepotism that had contributed to the 
stagnation of Azerbaijan in prior decades. Almost immediately, Aliyev 
cleaned up the state structures and put the republican machinery to work, 
staffing government offices with new people. The new hires were 
portionately individuals with backgrounds in the security services or in 
Aliyev‘s native Nakhichevan. Economically, Aliyev focused on agricul-
ture, and specifically on two major crops: cotton and grapes. Cotton pro-
duction doubled in the 1970s from the previous decade, and grape cultiva-
tion increased several times faster than that, making Azerbaijan the largest 
producer in the USSR. Between 1976 and 1980, Azerbaijan had the highest 
rate of industrial growth in the Soviet Union, 47 percent. This economic 
revival led to higher living standards, if official statistics are to be believed. 
By the late stages of Aliyev‘s tenure, Azerbaijan‘s standard of living was 

still below the Soviet median; nonetheless, its per capita income had im-
proved from 62 percent of the Union average in 1970 to 80 percent in 
1980.32 But in typical Soviet style, economic growth took place at the cost 
of reliance on a small number of sectors, and with considerable environ-
mental destruction resulting from oil spills, overuse of pesticide, and inef-
ficient irrigation. At the same time, a substantial transformation of the rural 
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economy occurred: in fact, a form of de-collectivization, as farmers across 
Azerbaijan switched from government-mandated crops to grow fruits and 
flowers that were shipped to Russian cities and sold at markets. This re-
quired the tacit approval of local Soviet authorities, who obviously profited 
from the developing gray market economy through extracting bribes from 
the farmers and traders.33 

For the intelligentsia, Aliyev‘s reign coincided with a relaxation of pres-
sure on writers and academics, a situation that led to a rebirth of patriotic 
literature and indeed to the re-creation of an Azerbaijani intelligentsia that 
had largely been physically destroyed during Baghirov‘s tenure. By the late 

1970s and early 1980s, literature—especially poetry—with strong national-
patriotic overtones was being published ever more openly in the official 
journals of the Azerbaijani academy of writers.34 Discussion of the accom-
plishments of the Azerbaijan People‘s Republic grew, and Mämmädemin 
Räsulzadä was gradually rehabilitated.35 As Altstadt observes,  

 
During the early 1980s a pattern of increasingly frank and substantive dis-
cussions of cultural and intellectual issues was established.… The implica-
tions of the internal discussions in the Azerbaijani Turkish community were 
momentous. Yet this movement, for it seems to bear the marks of a coordi-
nated and conscious effort, developed under the rule of Heydar Aliyev, a 
man who vigorously articulated Moscow‘s line and freely replaced party 

cadres. Because Aliyev cannot be regarded as weak, uninformed, lax, or 
tuse, it can be supposed that he permitted, perhaps encouraged, this upsurge 
of national self-investigation, this exploration of historic identity, and this 
expression of national pride.36  

 
Others have gone further. In a rare and largely approving biography of 
Aliyev, Turkish journalist Irfan Ülkü argued that Aliyev consciously acted 
as a protector of the emerging Azerbaijani intelligentsia. Ülkü, who spent 
time with Aliyev in 1991 in Nakhichevan, said that Aliyev joined the secu-
rity services with the explicit intention of contributing to Azerbaijanis‘ 

efforts to take control of their own republic.37 Once he was in power, it is 
clear that this is precisely what Aliyev did, in fact making a return to the 
early policies of korenizatsiia. As Swietochowski says, Aliyev was ―conso-
lidating the native nomenklatura and upgrading it through an infusion of 
the element of technocracy. Of his thirty-five chief clients and protégés, 
almost all were Azeris.‖

38 Aliyev continued the rehabilitation of Narima-
nov, in fact using the latter‘s relationship with Lenin to justify the erection 
of a Narimanov bust in Ulyanovsk (now Simbirsk), Lenin‘s birthplace, in 

addition to the large Narimanov statue overlooking Baku.39 He also ma-
naged to bring home the remains of Javid Hüseyin, the Azerbaijani poet 
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and victim of Baghirov‘s purges, and to tell foreign journalists in 1982 that 
he hoped for the unification of northern and southern Azerbaijan.40  

Yet at the same time, Aliyev in his official proclamations was steadfast 
in his proclamations of loyalty to Leninist nationality policy and to the 
importance of the Russian language. Indeed, even as Baku was gradually 
becoming ethnically more Azerbaijani, with an Islamic religious revival 
occurring in the 1970s and ethnic Russians beginning to leave the republic 
in the 1980s, the Azerbaijani capital in particular was subjected to linguis-
tic Russification. A type of double culture evolved, with the Azerbaijani 
Turkish language being confined to the home and social interactions, and 
Russian increasingly taking over the domains of officialdom, science, and 
technical language. Aliyev‘s record, much like his personality, hence re-
mains complex. Though he became the most senior Azerbaijani in the So-
viet Union, and for that matter its most senior official of Muslim origin, 
Aliyev was without doubt a champion of his republic‘s rights, and both 

oversaw and endorsed a national revival whose results would determine the 
republic‘s future in the late 1980s. 
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3 
The National Revival and  
the Road to Independence 

 
 
 
 

When perestroika and glasnost appeared in the official Soviet vocabulary 
in 1986, there were political activists in both Armenia and Georgia who 
were well positioned, both intellectually and organizationally, to use the 
new freedom represented by these concepts to mobilize public support for 
nationalist purposes. In both republics, movements led by elite figures and 
intellectuals had been in place since the 1960s, and had significant follow-
ing among students and the general public. In Azerbaijan, however, it took 
somewhat longer for dissident forces to coalesce into what would eventual-
ly become the Azerbaijani Popular Front (APF). Indeed, the rise of Azer-
baijani nationalism—previously a notion entertained mainly by the intelli-
gentsia—was very much an awakening spurred by conflict in Mountainous 
Karabakh and a response to the threat of Armenian expansionism. At the 
same time, Azerbaijan experienced a national revival to a much higher 
degree than its fellow Muslim republics in Central Asia. 

Although it proceeded more slowly than in neighboring republics or 
among those of the Baltic region, a national revival had begun to gather 
momentum in Azerbaijan in the 1970s. This stemmed in part from the gra-
dual increase in freedoms and relaxation of repression, but also from a 
reaction to the increasing Russification of Azerbaijan. Indeed, especially in 
cosmopolitan Baku, the use of the Azerbaijani language among youth had 
dwindled by the late 1970s. An Azerbaijani intellectual related how hearing 
children speak Russian among themselves on the streets in the early 1980s 
made many patriotically minded Azeris seriously worried about the surviv-
al of their nation. The same intellectual related how the discovery of a 
package of Turkish-made spaghetti in a local supermarket lifted his spirits: 
if a food package could travel from Turkey to Azerbaijan, there was hope 
for breaking the cultural isolation from its ethnic kin that Azerbaijan was 
experiencing.1  

Although the political climate did not permit the coalescence of politi-
cally active interest groups, an Azerbaijani intelligentsia with an agenda to 
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protect the Azerbaijani Turkish ethnic identity had emerged to replace the 
layer killed off during the Stalinist purges. And although Heydar Aliyev 
did not overtly betray such tendencies, it is clear that he exercised increas-
ing leniency and tolerance toward this agenda in the intellectual communi-
ty. In 1978 Azerbaijani was confirmed as the state language of the republic, 
and efforts to put Russian on a par with Azerbaijani were foiled.  

As elsewhere in the Soviet Union, dissident elements took advantage of 
the human rights movement and the Helsinki Accords of 1975 to advance 
their cause, although doing so still had its perils. For instance, Abulfez 
Elçibey, who later would become a Popular Front leader and then presi-
dent, was jailed for several years for his dissident writings and activities.  

By the early 1980s, Azerbaijani intellectuals were beginning to publish 
books and articles in literary magazines focusing on the language, culture, 
and national heritage of Azerbaijan, as well as the origins of the Azerbaija-
ni nation and its relationships with Caucasian Albania and various Turkic 
tribes. The issue of reunification with the Azerbaijanis living in Iran was 
also increasingly discussed.2 Azerbaijani writers could now—in the Azer-
baijani-language press, and in the late 1980s in the Russian-language press 
as well—discuss the importance of native-language education and deplore 
the widespread use of Russian and the steady loss of the native language 
among the young. As one leader of what would become the Popular Front 
put it, ―A national spirit had developed,‖ and there was a notable increase 
in freedom and a relaxation of repression.3 By 1987, cultural organizations 
to protect architectural heritage, establish contact with coethnics abroad, 
and study Azerbaijani history had been formally established, such as Yurd, 
Veten, and Çanlibel. By early 1988, a small intellectual grouping with 
more overtly political objectives emerged called Varliq, named after an 
Iranian Azerbaijani journal published since 1978. This organization in-
cluded future leading members of the Popular Front such as Elçibey and 
Sabir Rustamhanli.  

 
Mountainous Karabakh 

 
Nothing did more to mobilize Azerbaijan‘s population and spur the Azer-
baijani national movement than the issue of Mountainous Karabakh. But if 
Karabakh had been a recurring preoccupation in Armenia during the Soviet 
era, it was a nonissue for most Azerbaijanis in the mid-1980s. But the fre-
shening of the political atmosphere in the Soviet Union under President 
Mikhail Gorbachev led to a rapid increase of nationalist momentum in 
Armenia. There, emerging groups were directing their attention to securing 
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the transfer of both the autonomous oblast of Mountainous Karabakh and 
the autonomous soviet socialist republic of Nakhichevan to Armenia. It is 
notable that organized Armenian claims on Karabakh began very shortly 
after Heydar Aliyev fell from grace with the Gorbachev regime in 1987. It 
seems likely that these claims would have been difficult to voice while 
Aliyev retained substantial influence in Moscow. His political demise, on 
the other hand, left Azerbaijan very much unrepresented in Moscow, while 
Armenia‘s influence grew, in part because of ethnic Armenian Abel Agan-
beyan‘s status as one of Gorbachev‘s leading advisers. 

In August 1987, a petition requesting the transfer of Karabakh and Nak-
hichevan was prepared by the Armenian Academy of Sciences, sparking 
the official rekindling of the dormant topic in Armenia. In October, Arme-
nians in the village of Chardakli in northwestern Azerbaijan rejected the 
appointment of an ethnic Azerbaijani director for a state farm (sovkhoz). 
This challenge resulted in a crackdown by the local authorities. As news of 
these developments reached the Armenian capital, Yerevan, demonstra-
tions there advocating the closing of polluting industries were quickly poli-
ticized and turned into nationalist manifestations demanding the transfer of 
Karabakh to Armenia.4 During the fall of 1987 speculation mounted that 
the Soviet leadership would approve such a transfer, spurred in part by 
Aganbeyan‘s statement in November to that effect, published in the French 

communist newspaper L’Humanité.5 But although Gorbachev was report-
edly sympathetic to the Armenian cause, his memoirs show a strong belief 
in the sanctity of internal Soviet borders, probably the main reason he did 
not approve the transfer.6 

Following the events in Chardakli, anti-Azerbaijani sentiment grew ra-
pidly in Armenia, leading to the systematic harassment of ethnic Azerbai-
janis living there; many were forced to leave their homes. The first refugee 
waves, consisting of tens of thousands of people, reached Baku and the 
surrounding towns and villages at the beginning of 1988. Two more waves 
of refugees reached Baku before the end of February, and several thousand 
were resettled in Sumgait, a run-down industrial city 30 kilometers from 
the capital. In Karabakh itself the local parliament quickly radicalized, and 
a docile party leader was replaced with a more outspoken Armenian natio-
nalist. On February 20, the Karabakh Soviet in Stepanakert adopted a for-
mal appeal to the central government of the Soviet Union, as well as to the 
leadership of Armenia and Azerbaijan, that it be transferred to Armenian 
jurisdiction. This action provided the impetus for the formation of a ―Kara-
bakh Committee‖ in Yerevan, and large demonstrations in support of the 
appeal were held there. Gorbachev met with Armenian intellectuals, and 
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asked for a one-month moratorium on protests to consider the issue, spur-
ring speculation that Moscow was ready to give in. This raised the level of 
militancy in Stepanakert, as leaders of the Armenian Groong movement, an 
informal organization formed to spearhead the advocacy for Karabakh to 
be turned over to Armenia, seemed to think that a final push would make 
Moscow accept Armenia‘s claims.  

On February 26, rumors reached the Azerbaijani city of Agdam that vi-
olence in Stepanakert had led to the death of an ethnic Azerbaijani. A mob 
formed and reached Askeran, on Karabakh‘s border, where clashes ensued 

between the Azerbaijani mob and Armenian villagers and police, leaving 
two Azeris dead. News of these deaths was then cabled across Azerbaijan 
together with reports that Armenian leaders were proclaiming victory after 
their meeting with Gorbachev, and reached activists and refugees in Sum-
gait. In the days that followed, uncontrolled Azerbaijani mobs went on a 
rampage, looting and seeking out and killing ethnic Armenians. Estimates 
of the number of dead range from the official figure of 32 to the several 
hundred cited by Armenian sources. The mob action occurred despite the 
presence of a significant contingent of Soviet Interior Ministry troops in 
and around Sumgait, who did not intervene until the third day of the riots, 
in spite of the fact that Soviet deputy interior minister Nikolai Demidov 
later admitted being in Sumgait during the riots.7 As the Washington Post 
reported, ―Despite the heavy presence of armed militia, the protests and 
riots went largely undeterred until March 1, when troops and tanks were 
dispatched.‖

8  
The inaction of Soviet Interior Ministry forces, at odds with their trigger-

happy reputation, prompted speculation about the roots of the unrest and 
the role of the central government; in particular, the troops‘ failure to inter-
vene led to accusations that Moscow at the very least saw the riots as con-
veniently serving to support a divide-and-rule policy in the Caucasus. Giv-
en that no mobilized Azerbaijani nationalism was in place in early 1988, 
and that events in Armenia and Karabakh had just begun to get the atten-
tion of the wider population in Azerbaijani cities, the events in Sumgait 
remain a mystery. What it clear, however, is that Sumgait was a turning 
point in the Azerbaijani-Armenian conflict. It seemed to confirm the worst 
Armenian prejudices against Azerbaijanis, and projected the conflict into a 
new phase that made a peaceful resolution all the more unlikely. 

Even before 1988, Karabakh had been a focal point of concern for natio-
nalist intellectuals in Azerbaijan. While the Armenian claims to Karabakh 
went unnoticed among the wider population, intellectuals were aware of 
these claims and the growing campaign by Armenian intellectuals across 
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the Soviet Union for the transfer of the territory to Armenian rule. Like-
wise, it was the events in Karabakh in the late 1980s that gradually awa-
kened a strong sense of national belonging in Azerbaijan; they were also 
the main issue prompting the emergence of the movements that would 
coalesce into the Azerbaijani Popular Front. 

 
The Azerbaijani Popular Front 

 
The beginnings of a truly popular movement in Azerbaijan date to Novem-
ber 1988, when large-scale demonstrations began on Baku‘s Lenin Square 
(present-day Freedom Square). Even Soviet media reported that tens of 
thousands of people joined these demonstrations, where intellectuals and 
workers‘ leaders made crowd-stirring appearances. The demonstrations 
focused on a number of issues on which the Communist government of 
Azerbaijan was faulted, primarily the Karabakh issue and the refugees 
coming in thousands from Armenia, but also environmental issues and 
other concerns. The demonstrations spread beyond Baku to Nakhichevan 
and Gandja, where clashes between the military and the crowds led to sev-
eral deaths and dozens of injuries. The Soviet authorities allowed these 
events to continue for days, seeking to gradually weaken the demonstra-
tions by mixing threats with promises that the protestors‘ demands would 

be met. In early December, the remaining protesters, including several 
dissident leaders, were jailed. However, the increased general participation 
in protests formed the basis for the dissident leaders to try to institutional-
ize the emerging popular movement. The impetus for this was further 
strengthened in January 1989, when Moscow moved to assert control over 
the Karabakh situation, instituting direct rule over the region without con-
sulting Azerbaijani authorities. In Baku, fears mounted that direct rule 
would be only a step toward transferring the territory to Armenia outright, 
as the move in fact removed Karabakh from Azerbaijani jurisdiction, and 
as such undermined the republic‘s sovereignty. 

The protests in Azerbaijan often illustrated how mobilization around the 
Karabakh issue was catalyzed by refugees from Armenia, but also how 
anti-Armenian feelings were quickly coupled with anger toward the Soviet 
authorities. In Gandja, for example, unrest mounted in November 1988 
upon news that a manufacturer operating out of Armenia would be building 
an aluminum plant in Topkhana, a historic nature preserve in Karabakh 
revered by Azerbaijanis. A crowd surrounded the municipal Communist 
Party committee building, throwing stones at officials and soldiers arriving 
to secure the facility as well as at least one grenade, which killed three 



THE NATIONAL REVIVAL AND THE ROAD TO INDEPENDENCE    51 

 

soldiers, indicating the level to which the protestors‘ hostility had risen.
9 

The construction of the plant was subsequently halted, and the party chiefs 
of Gandja and Nakhichevan were fired.10 Another example of the twin 
grievances the Karabakh issue created in Azerbaijan is the refusal by prin-
ters in Baku to print Izvestiya during several days in November, citing the 
newspaper‘s failure to give space to the events in Baku and the aluminum 

plant issue.11 Hence, and probably inevitably in a centralized state such as 
the Soviet Union, frustrations at a local level quickly turned toward the 
center, in reaction to the power wielded by Moscow but also because of a 
lingering distrust of imperial domination. 

By late 1988 secession from the Soviet Union had already become a ral-
lying cry, especially for more nationalistically minded leaders such as Ne-
met Panakhov. A metalworker who joined the mainly intellectual circle of 
leaders of what would become the Popular Front, Panakhov had become 
one of the most popular and charismatic leaders, rousing crowds with his 
calls for Azerbaijan‘s independence.

12 This intense appeal was the main 
reason why, whenever he was arrested, Panakhov would be kept in custody 
longer than most dissident leaders.  

The November 1988 disturbances led to considerable violence against 
Armenians, and was paralleled by anti-Azerbaijani riots in Armenia. As a 
result, that month saw the first large population exchange between the two 
republics, with more than 150,000 people fleeing in each direction, inevita-
bly fueling nationalist sentiment in both republics with accounts of their 
experiences. 

The spring of 1989 saw the coalescing of various forces and individuals 
into a broad-based movement with roots across the republic, the Azerbaija-
ni Popular Front. As Audrey Altstadt noted,  
 

The APF… embodied the politicization of a long process--clarifying cul-
tural and social issues that had been reflected in Azerbaijani Turkish publi-
cations in previous decades…. This educated, articulate elite, sometimes re-
lated by blood or marriage, was united by a singleness of purpose and ef-
forts reminiscent of the same coordinated and nationally conscious secular 
elite active at the turn of the century. Now as then, political organizations 
are fluid, with cooperation among some groups and with some individuals 
belonging to various groups simultaneously.13 

 
 The Popular Front stood out the relatively strong initial consensus 
among its founders on the need to coalesce into a single national move-
ment, but also on the future course of Azerbaijan. While there were varia-
tions in the level of emphasis put on Turkic identity and nationalism, there 
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was broad agreement on Azerbaijan‘s future as a democratic and secular 

society respecting the rights of every citizen, including ethnic and religious 
minorities. The consensus among the APF‘s founders was largely attribut-
able to their ambition to reconnect to the pre-Soviet Müsavat party and the 
legacy of the 1918–20 period, which supplied the ideological foundation of 
the movement.14 

In July 1989, the Popular Front held its founding congress, formulating a 
program that focused on turning Azerbaijan into an advanced democratic 
society and a state based on the rule of law.15 It kept open the possibility 
that Azerbaijan could remain in a reformed Soviet Union, but failing that, 
achieving full independence would be the objective. Equally significantly, 
the APF sought to reconnect to the legacy of the First Republic, demanding 
the restoration of the tricolor flag and coat of arms of the short-lived state, 
its national anthem, and the observance of May 28 as independence day. 
The program also foresaw full respect for the cultural autonomy of ethnic 
minorities, but did not include language indicating a respect for the Soviet 
form of territorial autonomy. The founding congress chose Abulfez Elçibey 
as its chairman. 

Elçibey was born Abülfez Kadirgül oğlı Aliyev in 1938, in the village of 

Keleki, near Ordubad in Nakhichevan. In 1957 he began studying Arabic 
philology at Baku State University, where he also was part of a small group 
of dissident thinkers. After graduating he worked as an interpreter in Egypt 
from 1963 to 1964, then took a faculty position in history at Baku State 
University. In this milieu, Elçibey became involved in the anti-Soviet stu-
dent movements that emerged in the early 1970s. This led to his arrest in 
1975 for defaming the Soviet Union. After spending 18 months in jail, 
Elçibey worked as a researcher for the Azerbaijani Academy of Sciences 
and wrote numerous works on history and philosophy, specializing in the 
Turkic Tulunid dynasty, which ruled Egypt in the ninth century. Elçibey 
built a reputation as an honest and uncompromising nationalist, with an 
aura of incorruptibility that was a great asset in his election to lead the 
Popular Front. 

The APF quickly grew as a force to be reckoned with, one that the Azer-
baijani Communist Party authorities could not ignore—if for no other rea-
son because of its capacity to cripple the economy and humiliate the gov-
ernment by starting as well as terminating strikes. As a result, the govern-
ment of Azerbaijan had little choice but to accede, in October 1989, to the 
Popular Front‘s main demand: to be officially registered as an organization. 
Meanwhile, the APF saw its first important split—between liberals seeking 
an evolutionary and peaceful path toward independence on the one hand, 
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and radicals working for an immediate and forceful secession, on the other. 
The split threatened to undo the organization, and forced the convening of 
an extraordinary congress in December 1989.  

But before that could happen, the situation was again overtaken by de-
velopments regarding Mountainous Karabakh. On November 27, Moscow 
simply ended its direct rule over Mountainous Karabakh and returned the 
territory to Azerbaijan‘s jurisdiction. While this was ostensibly a victory 

for the Azerbaijani side, its joy was short-lived, thanks to Armenia‘s deci-
sion on December 1 to annex the province—directly challenging Mos-
cow—and its promulgation a month later of a budget for Karabakh. Pas-
sions mounted in Azerbaijan as Communist Party first secretary Abdur-
rahman Vezirov‘s government deferred to an increasingly paralyzed central 
government in Moscow rather than take the initiative to safeguard its inter-
ests. In fact, the Baku Communist leadership took several days to condemn 
the move. As a result, protests began spreading in the country, managed 
mainly by Popular Front activists—but not always coordinated or approved 
by the central APF leadership. In Nakhichevan, locals dismantled border 
installations and fortifications separating them from their ethnic kin across 
the border in Iran, enabling them to reestablish contact and to reclaim land 
along the Araks River that had been turned into a no-go military zone. In 
Lenkoran and Jalal-Abad, where a disposition toward violence against the 
Soviet authorities had been simmering, the Popular Front, for most practic-
al purposes, began to replace the state authorities.  

The developments of late 1989 made it clear that across Azerbaijan, the 
Popular Front enjoyed an increased popular loyalty, while the govern-
ment‘s ability to control the flow of events was rapidly waning. In Septem-
ber, the Front successfully imposed a rail embargo on Armenia in order to 
force it to relinquish claims on Karabakh. On September 13, Vazirov was 
forced to sign a protocol with the Front, registering the organization and 
acceding to many of its demands, including convening the republic‘s par-
liament to pass a declaration of sovereignty. As The New York Times put it, 
―Of all the nationalist movements that have sprung up in the Soviet Union, 

none has moved from obscurity to power quite so quickly as the Azerbaija-
ni Popular Front.‖16  

But events nevertheless also posed problems for the APF. In a harbinger 
of things to come once they gained power, the leaders of the Popular Front 
failed to exert control over their local branches, in spite of being fully 
aware of how Moscow could interpret events in Lenkoran and Jalal-Abad, 
and hardly six months after a notorious episode in April 1989, in which 
Soviet troops brutally dispersed a peaceful rally in Tbilisi, killing more 
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than twenty protesters with shovels. Indeed, Popular Front demonstrations 
had already seen the participation of groups of youths who refused to obey 
leaders‘ orders, and who were likely provocateurs sent out by the security 
forces to sow unrest. As records show, APF leaders were also aware of the 
need to contain mounting anti-Armenian sentiments inflamed by arriving 
refugees, and sought to prevent these feelings from turning violent. Al-
ready, on December 30, 1989, the Popular Front newspaper Azadliq had 
warned its readers of impending provocations intended to destabilize the 
city by targeting Armenians, and urged APF activists to refrain from in-
volvement in such activities. By this time, republic‘s authorities were 
doubly powerless: while unable to control the Popular Front‘s growing 

popularity, they were in no position to affect, let alone challenge, Mos-
cow‘s role in the situation. 

 
January 20 

 
Anti-Armenian riots broke out in Baku January 13–14, 1990, in spite of the 
Popular Front‘s active attempts to calm passions and prevent bloodshed. 

The government, on the other hand, did little. Repeating their performance 
in Sumgait two years earlier, local militia forces stood on the sidelines and 
watched the violence escalate. Leading APF representatives pleaded with 
republican authorities to deploy Interior Ministry forces to restore order, 
but military officials made it clear that they had received orders not to in-
tervene.17 Instead, as Azerbaijani refugees from Armenia led mobs evicting 
Armenians from apartments and taking these dwellings for themselves, the 
APF organized escorts for Armenians leaving the city. The Popular Front‘s 

efforts helped end the violence on January 15. By this time, of course, most 
Armenian residents of Baku had left under duress, thus contributing to 
Baku‘s deepening loss of diversity. From having been a multiethnic, cos-
mopolitan city, the Azerbaijani capital was increasingly becoming an eth-
nic Azerbaijani community. In this sense, Baku‘s development paralleled 

that of Istanbul several decades earlier. The combination of mass migration 
from the countryside into the city and occasional bouts of violence toward 
minorities (to which authorities turned a blind eye) made both cities increa-
singly homogeneous. 

The same day that the violence ended, Moscow ordered thousands of 
troops to the South Caucasus. While a state of emergency was declared in 
Karabakh and troops moved into Armenia as well, the primary objective of 
the forces was to be Baku. A news blackout accompanied the Soviet dep-
loyment, and as troops slowly made their way toward Baku from the north, 
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the Popular Front frantically sought to negotiate with Soviet representatives 
to prevent the invasion of the city.18 What followed was a well-planned 
effort to end the growing restiveness in Azerbaijan by brutal use of force 
directed primarily at the civilian population. Tanks rolled into Baku after 
midnight on January 20, crushing civilians, ambulances, and cars, and 
randomly spraying residential compounds with bullets. Residents were not 
informed of the state of emergency that had been imposed on the city until 
the next morning, however. By that time, more than 100 people had been 
killed and more than 700 wounded, and Soviet troops were in full control 
of the city. A particular focus was the APF headquarters, which was among 
the first buildings attacked without warning. Most of the Popular Front‘s 

leaders were arrested, and the Soviet leadership variously cited interethnic 
unrest and the need to defend against purported Islamic fundamentalism as 
the reason behind the intervention. 

Black January, as the crackdown became known in Azerbaijan, was 
striking both for its character and its implications. There is little doubt that 
the authorities willfully refrained from intervening in the ethnic clashes in 
Baku the week before the crackdown, then used the same clashes as a justi-
fication for intervention. It is also apparent that the Soviet leadership felt 
that the Azerbaijani Communist Party was losing control over the republic 
due to what Mark Saroyan called ―the politics of party paralysis,‖

19 and 
that something had to be done to avoid losing this strategic republic. The 
Popular Front‘s popularity and the paralysis of the Azerbaijani Communist 
Party formed a trend most disturbing to Moscow. The open challenges 
posed to Soviet rule in Lenkoran, Nakhichevan, and Jalal-Abad may well 
have been the turning point. The severity of the crackdown, even compared 
with the murderous suppression of protestors in Tbilisi in April 1989, nev-
ertheless indicates that Moscow either wanted to establish a precedent to 
halt the slippage of its power across the Soviet territory or felt especially 
worried that a Muslim republic was for the first time in a real position to 
rise up against Moscow, with potential consequences for the relatively 
peaceful situation in Central Asia. A high-level Soviet military officer even 
admitted that the crackdown was ordered ―to crush the Azerbaijani drive 

for greater sovereignty in order to discourage similar movements 
where.‖

20 Soviet defense minister Dimitri Yazov, for his part, stated that 
―the military occupation of Azerbaijan‘s capital was designed to prevent 

the Azerbaijan Popular Front from seizing power from the Communist 
Party.‖

21 Either way, and as would be the case with so many of Moscow‘s 

subsequent policies in the Caucasus, the move would prove enormously 
counter-productive. The most immediate effect was to spur rebelliousness 
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in the hinterlands, mainly Nakhichevan and Gandja, where declarations of 
secession were made but order restored after undoubtedly dire ultimatums 
from Soviet authorities.22  

Perhaps the most serious consequence of the Soviet intervention was the 
long-term effect: Black January made the alienation of Azerbaijan from the 
Soviet Union—and for that matter, from Russia—final and irreversible. 
Whereas the Popular Front was increasingly powerful, and nationalist sen-
timents were rising, mainly on account of Karabakh, the wider Azerbaijani 
public had not previously been uniformly and irretrievably anti-Soviet. 
Indeed, few Azerbaijanis, even within the Popular Front, thought seriously 
of independence from the USSR. But with January 20, the emotional link 
between Azerbaijan and the Soviet Union took a mortal blow. As in Tbilisi 
in April 1989, the Communist Party lost its chance of regaining the loyalty 
of the population, although it was (in the short term) able to remain in 
power. As Altstadt put it, the intervention broke ―whatever bonds of li-
mited trust remained between the rulers in Moscow and their subjects in 
Azerbaijan.‖

23 This was most obvious from the wave of people dropping 
the Russian ―–ov‖ ending from their names and changing them to Turkic 
endings. Gambarov became Gambar, Mehdiyev became Mehdi, while 
some added endings like the Turkic ―-beyli‖ or the Persian ―-zade‖ to their 

newly truncated last names. 
In order to reinvigorate the Azerbaijani Communist Party, Moscow 

sought to reverse its slippage under the weak leaders who had ruled the 
republic since Heydar Aliyev‘s removal from power. Abdurrahman Vezi-
rov was therefore dismissed as president, and replaced by the 52-year old 
Ayaz Mutalibov, an engineer by training, who had served as chairman of 
the Council of Ministers of the Republic.24 Mutalibov‘s rise to power 

proved a mixed blessing: on the one hand, his major challenger, the Popu-
lar Front, had been significantly weakened as its leaders were thrown in jail 
after the January 20 intervention. But on the other hand, the challenge of 
rebuilding even a modicum of legitimacy was substantial. As the popula-
tion resigned en masse from membership in the Communist Party, Mutali-
bov moved quickly to improve his credentials as a defender of Azerbaijan‘s 

interests.  
Most important, Mutalibov managed to secure a deal to conduct joint 

military operations with the Soviet Interior Ministry in western Azerbaijan. 
This stemmed in part from Armenia‘s increasingly strong secessionist poli-
cies; as Armenia developed into one of the most anti-Soviet republics of 
the Union, Moscow stayed true to its policies of divide and rule, and tilted 
towards Azerbaijan‘s position in the conflict between the two republics. 
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The result was far-reaching cooperation between Soviet interior ministry 
troops and the local Azerbaijani counterparts, in the form of operation 
―Ring.‖

25 The operation was aimed at disarming Armenian paramilitary 
forces that had emerged mainly in the Armenian-populated areas north of 
Karabakh and in the autonomous region itself. These paramilitaries had 
emerged partly as a reaction to blatant failure of Soviet forces to intervene 
against persecutions of Armenians in Baku and elsewhere. The joint opera-
tions temporarily put pressure on the Armenian forces in Karabakh, thereby 
supporting Mutalibov‘s attempts to ingratiate himself with the population 

there. Yet the operations were seen by Armenians as indicative of Soviet 
culpability in the ethnic cleansing of Armenians from these territories, after 
numerous Armenian villages were emptied, their inhabitants forced to 
move to Armenia. As such, the operations furthered Armenia‘s alienation 

from the Soviet Union. Neither did they succeed in disarming the Arme-
nian forces: increasingly, supplies for the paramilitary groups, including 
weaponry, were flowing from Armenia into western Azerbaijan. Clashes 
escalated during the summer of 1990, as Soviet and Azerbaijani forces 
found themselves in outright firefights with Armenian paramilitaries, and 
the situation continued until Soviet forces were withdrawn after the August 
1991 coup in Moscow.  

Mutalibov understood the need to appeal to growing nationalism in 
Azerbaijan. After he had himself elected president of the Supreme Soviet 
of Azerbaijan, his first decision was to reinstitute May 28 as a public holi-
day, called, significantly, ―the Day of Azerbaijani Statehood.‖ The Com-
munist Party also adopted a new program, much closer to the views of the 
APF, and in August 1990 abolished the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous 
Province. However, the concomitant radicalization of the Popular Front 
and the cosmetic character of Mutalibov‘s attempts to negotiation with 

APF leaders made these moves ring hollow. For all the rhetoric, the Azer-
baijani leadership remained slavishly loyal to Moscow. In the elections to 
the Supreme Soviet held in fall 1990, the Communist Party failed to hold 
on to power in both Armenia and Georgia, and nationalist forces instead 
took power. But in Azerbaijan, electoral fraud and repression enabled the 
Communists to secure a near-total domination of the legislative body. As a 
result, in spite of protests and calls for a boycott by the Popular Front, 
Azerbaijan took part in the March 1991 all-Union referendum on a new 
Union treaty, unlike Armenia and Georgia. While official figures showed 
95 percent of the electorate supporting the treaty, the APF claimed that 
only 20 percent of the eligible voters had participated. Mutalibov neverthe-
less had to agree with the Popular Front on the creation of a smaller body, 
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the National Council, composed of fifty representatives—twenty-five each 
from the government and the opposition. While that body would gain tre-
mendous importance later, it did not at first have any particular official 
function. 

Yet Armenia‘s increasing estrangement from the USSR tilted Moscow 

in Mutalibov‘s favor. Soviet military forces and Azerbaijani Interior Minis-
try forces initiated ―Operation Ring,‖ which disarmed and resettled (i.e., 

evicted) several thousand Armenians living to the north of Mountainous 
Karabakh. The move was widely seen as Moscow‘s punishment of Arme-
nia and reward to Azerbaijan; the Popular Front termed it trading ―freedom 

for land.‖
26 His uncompromising attitude further polarizing politics, Muta-

libov missed the opportunity to use his accomplishments to thaw his frosty 
relations with the APF.  

The APF, for its part, held a congress in July 1991, which focused on ad-
justing the Popular Front‘s priorities and positions relative to the develop-
ing realities. Elçibey noted that the Soviet Union was in the process of 
collapsing; he also emphasized the need to build true independence and 
democracy for Azerbaijan, and denounced the authoritarian character of 
Mutalibov‘s rule. The congress also paid increasing attention to Iranian 

Azerbaijan, and the general viewpoint in the Popular Front was to regard 
Azerbaijan‘s reunification as a natural future development.27 The APF 
decided to postpone a scheduled second session of the congress until Sep-
tember. But events in Moscow would overtake that plan. 
 

Independence 

 
When the August 19, 1991, putsch in Moscow got under way, Ayaz Muta-
libov was in Tehran on a state visit. Due to poor judgment and perhaps 
even worse information, Mutalibov praised the coup makers and con-
demned Gorbachev. His calculus may well have been that since the hard-
liners had helped him organize Operation Ring, their coming to power 
would help Azerbaijan settle the Karabakh issue in its favor and help him 
stay in power as a national hero. Of course, matters turned out differently. 
When, within three days, the coup collapsed, the Soviet Union began its 
gradual slide toward oblivion, making it painfully evident that Mutalibov 
had placed all his eggs in a basket that, for all practical purposes, no longer 
existed.  

On August 30, 1991, the Supreme Soviet of Azerbaijan declared its in-
tention to restore the country‘s independent statehood. This declaration was 

followed by a constitutional act on October 18 and a referendum on  
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December 29, in which over 95 percent of the electorate voted in favor of 
independence for Azerbaijan. An independent state was thus (re)born, but 
the conditions were far from auspicious. Azerbaijan entered the community 
of independent nations in a state of escalating military conflict with its 
neighbor Armenia; with a comatose planned economy that was coming 
apart despite the country‘s latent mineral wealth; and with rulers who had 

neither sought nor desired independence, and who lacked popular legitima-
cy. Worst of all, in the military conflict with Armenia, the Azerbaijani 
leadership had hedged its bets on Moscow and failed even to build an  
army—a mistake Armenia had not made. Together, these factors would 
make Azerbaijan‘s first years of independence a roller-coaster ride. 

 



 
 

60 

4 
The Rise and Fall of the  

Popular Front 
 
 
 
 

As in 1918, the collapse of Russian power in the South Caucasus in 1991 
left a vacuum in which Azerbaijan found itself free without actually having 
fought a war of independence. However, in 1991 an independence move-
ment had existed, brought to life mainly by the conflict over Mountainous 
Karabakh and the January 20 massacre. In 1991, as in 1918, it was the 
Azerbaijani intelligentsia that moved in to administer the new state. On 
both occasions, this led to the same advantages and drawbacks. On the 
positive side, the intelligentsia left a strong mark on the principles of state-
hood. If the events of 1918–20 had put Azerbaijan on the map as the first 
secular and democratic republic in the Muslim world, the 1992–93 expe-
rience of the Azerbaijani Popular Front (APF) was a unique instance of 
true democrats taking control of a post-Soviet Muslim state. But both expe-
riences were short-lived, and for the same reasons: the intelligentsia was 
simply not sufficiently trained or experienced to actually administer a state, 
and the internal and external challenges—such as conflict with Armenia, 
building a state without trained staff, internal elite dissent, and dealing with 
vestiges of the old regime—were more than the democratic but novice 
forces could manage. 

 
Coming to Power: The Reluctant End of Communism 

 
In 1992, Azerbaijan was faced with building or reforming communist state 
institutions into democratic institutions in both form and action. This was a 
momentous task: it included drafting and passing a new constitution; creat-
ing a new parliament to replace the Supreme Soviet; building a judiciary 
that was independent, and not simply a tool of the Communist Party elite; 
and distributing power to the various state bodies while determining the 
balance of power among them. The most challenging aspect of the task was 
that all these reforms, which were needed to build a functioning democratic 
state, had to be enacted while the country dealt with a failing economy and 
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the need to build a military force from scratch to counter Armenia‘s armed 

advances. Indeed, unlike Azerbaijan, Armenia had completed its political 
and military transition even before the Soviet Union collapsed. To make 
matters worse, during the first few months of independence, Azerbaijan 
was ruled by a government that saw little need to reform anything. Presi-
dent Ayaz Mutalibov had declared independence, but like the leaders of the 
new states of post-Soviet Central Asia, he sought to reinvent himself as a 
national leader without introducing meaningful political reform. In this 
spirit, he had himself elected president in September 1991 without allowing 
opposition candidates to run.  

But two things made Azerbaijan different from the Central Asian repub-
lics, and eventually spelled the end of Mutalibov‘s career. The first was the 

existence of an increasingly assertive political opposition, motivated by 
rekindled nationalism, which had actually sought to replace the Azerbaijani 
Communist Party in various localities as early as 1990. The second was the 
problem of Mountainous Karabakh, which, to the detriment of his already 
weak popular legitimacy, Mutalibov was unable to handle. 

In January 1992 the Popular Front held a congress, ten days after two 
different drafts of an agenda for the new state had been published in the 
APF mouthpiece, the Azadlıq newspaper.1 While both drafts stressed the 
aim of creating an independent, secular, and democratic republic based on 
the rule of law, they displayed the continued division between the APF‘s 

nationalist/conservative and liberal wings. The program adopted on Janu-
ary 26 was a synthesis of the two drafts, and defined the role of the Popular 
Front not as a political party but as a movement in the spirit of Müsavat 
and the First Republic, within which independent parties could coexist. It 
aspired to remove the remnants of totalitarian rule and to create a multipar-
ty political system while fighting separatism and safeguarding Azerbaijan‘s 

territorial integrity.2  
 

The Khojaly Trauma and Mutalibov’s Fall 

 
The unsuccessful August 1991 coup against the government of President 
Mikhail Gorbachev was a defining moment in the conflict over Mountain-
ous Karabakh. The three days of the coup are said to be the only three days 
of 1991 when no gunshots were heard in Karabakh—an indication of the 
fears of what the coup might bring in terms of repression.3 But once Azer-
baijan proclaimed independence, so did the Mountainous Karabakh oblast 
Soviet on September 2, 1991, laying claim, in the process, to the district of 
Geranboi (in Armenian, Shaumyan), to the north of the autonomous prov-
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ince. Azerbaijan responded by seeking to restore control over Karabakh. 
All military hardware in the republic was nationalized, and Azerbaijani 
conscripts were recalled from the Soviet military. Yet the Azerbaijani 
forces were powerless compared to the much more organized and better-
equipped Armenian forces that gradually established military control of 
village after village in Karabakh. With its hold on the province rapidly 
slipping, the Azerbaijani Parliament made a largely symbolic decision on 
November 26 to abolish Karabakh‘s autonomous status. 

On February 25 and 26, 1992, the small Azerbaijani-populated town of 
Khojaly in Mountainous Karabakh was overrun by Armenian forces, sup-
ported by the Russian army‘s 366th Infantry Regiment. Khojaly had stra-
tegic value, as it controlled the airport of Stepanakert, the nearby Karabakh 
capital. The attack was timed, in all likelihood not coincidentally, to occur 
on the anniversary of the Sumgait killings of Armenians four years earlier. 
The combined forces of ethnic Armenians and the Russian infantry regi-
ment attacked the town from three sides, leaving a funnel through which 
the population might escape. But as the fleeing residents of Khojaly 
reached the outskirts of a nearby village, Nakhjivanli, they were met by ―a 

gauntlet of lead and fire.‖
4 More than 600 civilians were killed, and several 

hundred more went missing. Autopsies by the International Committee for 
the Red Cross indicated that numerous dead bodies were mutilated.5 Al-
though Khojaly was the sole instance of a premeditated massacre of this 
scale recorded during the conflict over Karabakh, it had a great impact, 
since the killings spared the Armenian forces the trouble of evicting civi-
lians from the Azerbaijani regions they subsequently conquered in and 
outside Karabakh. Thereafter, when Armenian forces moved in, civilian 
Azerbaijanis invariably had already fled, fearful of being massacred should 
they decide to stay. Creating this kind of fear was probably an objective of 
the Khojaly killings, which, unlike the massacres in the Bosnian war, have 
yet to be investigated. While pro-Armenian authors have put forward the 
claim that the civilians were killed by Azerbaijanis themselves, no one 
other than current Armenian president Serzh Sargsyan in an interview with 
British author Thomas De Waal seems to make the narrative clear:  

 
Before Khojali, the Azerbaijanis thought that they were joking with us, they 
thought that the Armenians were people who could not raise their hand 
against the civilian population. We were able to break that [stereotype]. 
And that‘s what happened.

6 
 
Khojaly made headlines in the West only gradually, as the event flew in 

the face of the ready-made Western picture of the conflict, in which Arme-
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nian diasporas had successfully managed to portray Karabakh Armenians 
as the victim of Azerbaijani aggression. The Azerbaijani government‘s 

attitude did not help, either. Mutalibov infamously tried to downplay the 
situation in Karabakh during the events, obviously understanding the im-
pact that his inability to manage the situation would have on his weakening 
position. But of course, this was a futile attempt: the magnitude of the mas-
sacre ensured that news quickly spread to Baku and, eventually, to the rest 
of the world, through the reporting of journalists such as Thomas Goltz, 
Anatol Lieven, and Hugh Pope. The Popular Front sought to prevent dem-
onstrations, as anti-Russian feelings were mounting on account of the 
366th Infantry Regiment‘s involvement in Khojaly, and there were fears of 

anti-Russian rioting in the city. The only protest events were silent demon-
strations by the Azerbaijani Writers‘ Union calling on Mutalibov to resign; 

they drew several hundred people.7 The National Council called an emer-
gency meeting of the Supreme Soviet on March 5, which attracted thou-
sands of protestors demanding Mutalibov‘s resignation. Parliament elected 
a new speaker, Yaqub Mamedov, known mainly by his nickname, ―Dol-
lar,‖ allegedly derived from his preference for that currency when accept-
ing favors as rector of Baku‘s medical university. Against the wishes of the 

former Communist Party members of the Supreme Soviet but on the urging 
of the crowd outside and Khojaly‘s mayor, Mamedov allowed the screen-
ing of video footage of Khojaly shot by the late Azerbaijani journalist 
Chingiz Mustafayev.8 As Thomas Goltz, present at the meeting, stated, the 
shocking footage of the dead ―changed the history of the country.‖ 

 
A literal wake of stiff, dead bodies trailed back into Karabakh. Many had 
their hands raised as if shot after having surrendered. Others were muti-
lated, with fingers cut off and eyes gouged out. Some were apparently 
scalped…. Then the film was over. But the reaction had just begun: groans 
and sighs and whispers welled up from the chamber floor as the magnitude 
of the event began to penetrate … the deputies. Something big had broken, 

and there was no going back. New scapegoats were needed and heads had 
to roll.9  

 
The next day Mutalibov resigned, making ―Dollar‖ Mamedov the acting 

president of Azerbaijan. Mamedov was in no sense one of the heavy-
weights of the political system, and real power instead shifted to the ap-
pointed prime minister, Hasan Hasanov, who had been one of the most 
powerful politicians in the country in the late Soviet period.10 Hasanov 
initiated talks with Popular Front leader Abulfez Elçibey, and a coalition 
government including three APF figures was created. Parliament had earli-
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er resolved to hold presidential elections on June 7, 1992, providing the 
APF with a distinct goal in its effort to come to power. Nevertheless, the 
Popular Front was more interested in parliamentary elections—the only 
way to put the country on the path to a new constitution and a rebuilt polit-
ical system not tailored to the Soviet model. Parliamentary elections never-
theless would only be held in 1995, long after the Popular Front‘s fall from 

power. At a session of Parliament in which the APF‘s demands for parlia-
mentary elections were denied, Elçibey made one of his most prescient 
statements:  

 
Now you are in a rush to elect a new president—elect him! But the presi-
dent you elect in three months will be overthrown in a year. And this is nat-
ural. Because today the state that we live in is only deserving of a president 
who can be kept in power by force … we need to create structures that can 

protect a president and prevent him from turning into a dictator. This re-
quires institutions … if we fail to create such counterbalancing structures, 

whoever you elect as president will destroy himself or be destroyed by 
those nearest to him because there is no institutional structure.11 

 
Little did Elçibey know that his prediction would come true almost to the 
day, and that he would be that president. 

 
Mutalibov’s Return and the Election of Elçibey 

 
A presidential campaign developed in the spring of 1992 that made it ab-
undantly clear that Mamedov had little or no chance to win the election. 
The war in Mountainous Karabakh was not going well, in spite of efforts to 
enlist Iran as a mediator.12 On the other hand, Mutalibov began preparing 
the ground for a comeback, counterintuitively drawing on the support of 
demonstrations in Baku by the Iran-leaning Islamic repentance society.13 

On May 9, Azerbaijan‘s last remaining stronghold in Karabakh, the cita-
del town of Shusha, from which Azerbaijani forces had shelled the Kara-
bakh capital of Stepanakert, was overrun by Armenian forces. Ten days 
later, the Armenians overran the Lachin corridor, ending Karabakh‘s status 

as an enclave within Azerbaijan and providing a channel for Armenian 
supplies and troops.  

The fall of Shusha caused pandemonium in Azerbaijani politics, as it 
once again exposed the total chaos in the nascent military and the political 
leadership‘s inability to do something about it. The fragile relationship 

between the old and new elites broke at its first test. Mamedov, the acting 
president, blamed the Popular Front–appointed defense minister, Rahim 
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Gaziyev, for ―selling out‖ Shusha, while Gaziyev returned the favor. 

Things got serious on May 14, however, when Mutalibov suddenly reap-
peared in Parliament, seeking to make use of the fall of Shusha to recast 
himself as a dictator. Despite the lack of a quorum—the presence of two-
thirds of the deputies was necessary to approve a decision—the old guard 
in parliament reinstated Mutalibov, who took up his old job as if nothing 
had happened. Swiftly, he announced his readiness to step in ―if the coun-
try needs a dictator,‖ and promised to take Azerbaijan into the newly 

founded and Russia-led Commonwealth of Independent States, which, until 
his final downfall, he regarded as the cure-all solution for Azerbaijan‘s 

problems.14  
The Popular Front would not concede defeat that easily. Elçibey and his 

firebrand militia leader Iskender Hamidov—who regarded himself as 
second only to Turkish nationalist leader Alparslan Türkeş as a pan-Turkist 
leader—had other ideas. On May 15, the day after Mutalibov was returned 
to power, the Popular Front took forceful action. Making use of the man-
power of Hamidov‘s nationalist followers and a few tanks and armored 
personnel carriers Hamidov had acquired, the APF feigned an attack on the 
presidential palace while sending an armored column to capture the unde-
fended parliament building, which was taken with hardly a shot fired.15 The 
troops defending the presidential palace fled, and Mutalibov, in turn, es-
caped to Moscow, where he remains to this day.  

The Popular Front was now practically in power. But significantly, its 
leaders sought to cloak the developments of recent weeks in legality, seek-
ing to approximate, under the conditions, the best possible semblance of 
the rule of law. Because Mutalibov had been reinstated without a quorum, 
the APF had grounds for invalidating the process. But the lack of a quorum 
also threatened to incapacitate the Popular Front, until the force of an angry 
crowd outside the parliament building compelled a sufficient number of 
deputies to assemble and elect Isa Gambar, head of the Musavat party and 
Elçibey‘s right-hand man, to the position of speaker of parliament and 
acting president.  

In the June 7 election, Abulfez Elçibey was elected president of Azerbai-
jan with slightly less than 60 percent of the vote. The turnout was just un-
der 80 percent of the electorate. Elçibey‘s entirely plausible majority was a 
refreshing departure from the near-unanimous mandate claimed by Mutali-
bov in September 1991, not only quantitatively but qualitatively. Indeed, 
the June 1992 vote was probably as good an election as was possible in the 
chaotic circumstances of a war-torn former Soviet state early in its transi-
tion from communism. The volatile nature of the situation was best illu-
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strated by the strong performance of an unknown candidate, Nizami Su-
leymanov, a scientist who ran an unabashed populist campaign promising 
to slash the cost of meat, bread, and butter, and to solve the Karabakh crisis 
within three months, using a secret plan. Amazingly, Suleymanov received 
close to a third of the vote. The threat posed by populism to an inexpe-
rienced electoral democracy could hardly be better illustrated. But Suley-
manov was not a loner. Shortly after the election, Suleymanov made no 
secret that the first thing he would have done as president was ask Heydar 
Aliyev to return to Baku to lead the country.16 

Indeed, Aliyev was not idle during this period. He had fallen victim to a 
Gorbachev-era law prohibiting anyone over 65 years of age from standing 
for presidential election. Having just turned 70, he was disenfranchised, 
even though—or, more likely, because—he still commanded a strong fol-
lowing in the country. It was abundantly clear that the Popular Front had 
no interest in removing this specific constitutional clause in the name of 
fairness or democracy.  

Heydar Aliyev had launched his return to politics in January 1990, fol-
lowing the Soviet military intervention in Baku. He demanded answers 
regarding the Black January massacre, and briefly stopped in Baku in spite 
of Mutalibov‘s efforts to prevent him, before going to his native Nakhiche-
van, where he settled in his sister‘s modest apartment and was subsequent-
ly elected speaker of the autonomous republic‘s supreme soviet

17 Once in 
office, Aliyev built his modest but stable power base—technically, his 
position also made him second deputy speaker, ex officio, of the Azerbai-
jan Supreme Soviet, a feature of the system that would facilitate his return 
to power in 1993. With the national government‘s hands full during the 

tenures of both Mutalibov and the Popular Front, Aliyev ran the Nakhiche-
van Autonomous Republic much like an independent state, conducting 
diplomacy with both Iran and Turkey. In the case of Iran, these efforts 
served to provide Nakhichevan with a secure source of energy in the form 
of Iranian gas, and in the case of Turkey to deter an Armenian attack. Natu-
rally, such dealings also built up Aliyev‘s underlying support. He showed 

his determination to return to national politics in May 1992, when he ups-
taged the planned celebration of the anniversary of the founding of the First 
Republic by inviting Turkish president Suleyman Demirel to Nakhichevan. 
Of course, this forced the entire government to swallow its pride and attend 
the celebration hosted by Aliyev.18  
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Building A State in Chaos 

 
The Azerbaijani Popular Front‘s time in government echoed the First Re-
public‘s short lease on life. It was characterized by well-meant reforms that 
never had a chance to be thoroughly implemented, and by war in Moun-
tainous Karabakh. It also repeated the First Republic‘s accomplishment of 

laying an indelible foundation for the future state of Azerbaijan. But it 
differed from the experience of eighty years earlier in one crucial way: 
Azerbaijan, like Georgia, narrowly avoided being swallowed up by a re-
surgent Russian empire—something its neighbor Armenia accepted for all 
practical purposes as the cost of conquest in Karabakh. Instead, Azerbaijan 
would grow increasingly independent in the coming years. 

 
Democracy: From Theory to Practice  

 
The Popular Front government tried hard to build a democratic state in an 
inhospitable environment, but suffered greatly from its narrow elite follow-
ing and lack of personnel when it came to implementing reforms. Its first 
task was to halt the disintegration of the state structures and particularly 
law enforcement across the country, especially as far as the interior and 
national security ministries were concerned, and to reverse the proliferation 
of local private militias that had resulted.19 Related to this undertaking, of 
course, was the larger issue of state structure. Like all post-Soviet states, 
Azerbaijan had inherited the legacy of twin centers of power: a centralized 
ruling party where all real power lay, and formal state institutions that were 
in effect subordinated to the Communist Party and therefore not staffed 
with the best human resources. Independence and the abolition of the party 
hence had removed one of the pillars of the system. While the Popular 
Front realized the need to revamp the entire system through a new constitu-
tion, the conditions of war and economic collapse led it to postpone par-
liamentary elections and the drafting of this new constitution. Hence, the 
APF government was stuck in the half-collapsed mold of the Communist 
power structures in Azerbaijan. As a result, it proved unable to free itself 
from the formal as well as informal power brokers in the republic, or to 
take the initiative and lay down new rules of the game. As it lost the initia-
tive it undeniably had possessed in the first few months of its rule, the 
small Popular Front elite increasingly became mired in the quicksand of the 
larger postcommunist system around it. 

That said, the accomplishments of the Popular Front government are un-
deniable. To begin with, the country‘s news media and political system 
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were free, for the most part, during the APF‘s brief tenure. More than 

twenty political parties were created—including Heydar Aliyev‘s New 

Azerbaijan Party—and more than 500 periodicals were founded.20 Every-
one in the APF was not a liberal, of course: a case in point was Iskender 
Hamidov, interior minister and leader of the Turkic nationalist paramilitary 
Gray Wolves forces (Bozkurt). Hamidov twice showed up during live tele-
vision broadcasts to physically assault people who spoke against him, indi-
cating his limited respect for freedom of expression. But Hamidov was the 
exception to the rule and an indication of hot spirits rather than systematic 
repression.  

Elçibey announced that 1993 would be the year of state building. In his 
plans, parliamentary elections would be held, a new constitution would be 
drafted, and crucial reforms would be undertaken. A constitutional drafting 
committee was set up, but the reform effort‘s loss of momentum kept the 

committee from achieving its objective. By contrast, a judicial reform 
package was passed that sought to strengthen the Justice Ministry. In addi-
tion, important basic laws were enacted to provide a basis for the transition 
from a planned to a market economy. Azerbaijan managed to gain mem-
bership in a number of international organizations and to receive support 
from the World Bank.21 In August 1992, a national currency, the manat, 
was introduced, and laws establishing a banking sector, including a nation-
al bank, were put in place. In early 1993, the government put in place the 
legal bases for privatizing the economy and welcoming foreign investment, 
especially in the oil industry. With these laws, it also became increasingly 
clear that Azerbaijan was economically—not only politically—distancing 
itself from Russia, and orienting itself toward the West in action, not just 
words.22 

One of the government‘s biggest problems in the field of economics was 

the lack of trained staff.23 Indeed, in spite of the fact that the APF sought to 
replace the Communist-era staff in government offices, it simply did not 
have enough cadres, let alone properly trained cadres with managerial 
skills and training in market economics. A minimum of eight thousand 
officials are considered necessary to run Azerbaijan‘s government offices 

in the center and provinces; the Popular Front had less than a tenth of that. 
As a result, it was forced to keep large numbers of recalcitrant former 
Communist officials in place. They obviously did not like what was going 
on, and knew they would be the first to go once state building got under 
way. Consequently, they delayed the implementation of reforms. 
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Cultural policies was one of the Popular Front government‘s favorite 

fields. Its ambition was no less than to reverse the significant Soviet and 
Russian influence on Azerbaijan‘s language and culture. The first thing to 
go was the Cyrillic alphabet, replaced at least on paper by a Latin-based 
one that had been devised by the pre-1918 intelligentsia and used in the 
1920s and 1930s. As Goltz has noted, the widely held view that Azerbaijan 
adopted the Turkish alphabet is erroneous, since the First Republic adopted 
a Latin-based alphabet long before Turkey did. The Azerbaijani alphabet 
also includes characters absent in Turkish such as X, Q, and ∂.24  

While restoration of the modified Latin alphabet was popular, the gov-
ernment decision to change the designation of the national language from 
―Azerbaijani‖ to ―Türk‖ was not. Rather, this move opened the festering 

can of worms of Azerbaijani self-identification. By politicizing this issue, 
Elçibey and Gambar seemed to side with the Pan-Turkists, who appeared 
to want to make Azerbaijan more or less a Turkish province. That may not 
have been a fair assessment, since it was partly based on the misconception 
that the language had been changed to ―Turkish‖—the concept of Türk dili 
could be taken to mean both ―Turkish‖ and ―Turkic,‖ and the government 

implied the latter. But the relabeling did mean that Elçibey and Gambar 
were implicitly challenging the very existence of a distinct Azerbaijani 
language, instead settling for the vague concept of a wider Turkic lan-
guage—with the obvious implication that Azerbaijani was thus a dialect of 
Turkic, not a language.25 Azerbaijan was not ripe for that move, and it was 
one of the first things Aliyev would reverse once he was back in power.  

The Popular Front government also made the native tongue the required 
language for all state communications, and passed a law for the de-
Russification of the last names of Azerbaijanis.26 (Unlike Georgians and 
Armenians, who were allowed to keep their distinct last names in the So-
viet period, most Azerbaijanis, like other residents of Muslim Soviet na-
tions, had had to acquiesce in the addition of the ubiquitous Russian ―–ov‖ 

to the end of their family names, in cases where they had any.) As a result 
of the de-Russification law, many politically conscious people applied to 
have their last names changed. This created problems, not least with mili-
tary service records, given the lack of technology to keep current data on 
the citizenry. Yet it is significant that Azerbaijan was the only Muslim 
republic of the former USSR where the process of de-sovietizing last 
names took place until President Emomali Rahmonov of Tajikistan 
dropped the ―–ov‖ from his name fifteen years later, in 2007. 
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Diplomatic Relations: The Triangle Drama 

 
Geopolitically stuck between Turkey, Iran and Russia, the Popular Front 
government sought to build international relations in a very unfavorable 
climate. Russia was increasingly siding with Armenia and directly seeking 
to subvert the APF‘s position in power; Iran was hostile; and in the West, 

Azerbaijan was unfairly perceived as the ―bad guy‖ in the conflict over 

Mountainous Karabakh, thanks not only to Armenian lobbying efforts but 
also to the near-automatic stigma attached to being Turkic and Muslim in 
the European press. Foreign relations are specifically addressed in later 
chapters, but it is necessary to observe here that the Popular Front‘s foreign 

policy was largely a failure. This was the case not so much because of its 
general directions, though these were problematic; it had more to do with 
the presentation of policy, and the inexperienced and unprofessional way in 
which the leadership went about it.27 

The foreign policy perspective of the APF itself was built on ideology 
and principle, not pragmatism. As much as it can be lauded for its Western 
orientation and generally liberal attitudes, it was inadequate to meet the 
needs of Azerbaijan at the time and was not built on realistic calculations 
of cost and benefit. To begin with, the inordinately warm public embrace 
of Turkey and Turkism generated shock waves across the region. Aside 
from alienating non-Turkic minority populations within Azerbaijan, it put 
both Iran and Russia on high alert, added a geopolitical vector to the con-
flict over Karabakh, and strengthened the hands of the forces in Moscow 
and Tehran who thought that support for Armenia served their interest in 
weakening Azerbaijan. Elçibey‘s personal role in inflaming Russian and 

Iranian feelings was a crucial element in this. Known for his activism on 
the issue of southern Azerbaijan, Elçibey on several occasions blasted Iran 
as a doomed state, castigated Tehran for the cultural repression of Azerbai-
janis in Iran, and predicted that within five years Azerbaijan would be reu-
nified.28 As for Russia, Elçibey‘s principled decision in late 1992 to with-
draw from the Commonwealth of Independent States is understandable 
(Mutalibov had signed up Azerbaijan for membership in December 1991); 
in retrospect, the CIS was then and has continued to be a catatonic organi-
zation with the sole purpose of halting the loss of Russian influence in the 
former Soviet Union. But the consequences of this move were devastating 
in light of Azerbaijan‘s political and military realities. The withdrawal 

from the CIS prompted Moscow to strengthen its political and military 



THE RISE AND FALL OF THE POPULAR FRONT    71 

 

support for Armenia; this translated into crucial support for the Armenian 
military offensive, as well as international cover for this act of aggression.  

Elçibey refused to sell his soul for the country‘s gain—or even to let the 
Russians think he would sell his soul while actually crafting long-term 
strategies to build independence, which is what Aliyev after him would do. 
In all fairness, the Elçibey government‘s hand was weak and its chances of 

success limited. Russia had decisively taken the Armenian side at the time 
of the Khojaly massacre and the fall of Shusha, months before Elçibey was 
even president. Indeed, Moscow‘s simple ambition was to get Elçibey out 

of power by whatever covert means possible, and there was little, short of a 
total surrender, that could have changed its mind.  

In relations with the West, the situation was not much better. Azerbaijan 
got a late start in its European diplomacy, losing almost half a year because 
of the tumultuous transfer of power. By the time Elçibey was elected presi-
dent, the Armenian lobby in the U.S. Congress had already managed to 
hijack the Freedom Support Act, the main vehicle for U.S. aid to former 
Soviet republics. Indeed, Armenia‘s supporters, led by Senator John F. 

Kerry, had inserted text that prohibited U.S. government assistance to the 
Azerbaijani government because of its ―aggression on Karabakh.‖ As be-
wildering as this legislation would appear only months later, when Arme-
nia held the entire territory of Karabakh and had engaged in the ethnic 
cleansing of other Azerbaijani provinces, Azerbaijan was officially desig-
nated as the aggressor by Congress in a law that would remain in force 
despite opposition by every successive U.S. president. Only with Azerbai-
jan‘s support for America after 9/11 were its requirements waived, though 

not rescinded. Given the generally pro-Armenian Western media and the 
outspoken Armenian diaspora, Azerbaijan‘s diplomatic struggle in 1992 

was a long, steep, uphill battle that Elçibey‘s government was neither orga-
nized nor trained to handle.29 

Even in the case of Turkey, the sole voice speaking up for Azerbaijan in 
international forums, the government‘s expectations were not matched by 

reality. Elçibey and the Azerbaijani elite did not fully comprehend the 
many constraints on Turkish foreign policy stemming from Ankara‘s 

membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, its involvement in 
the long-running Cyprus dispute, and Armenian allegations of genocide in 
the massacres of 1915. Turkey turned out to be powerless in its attempts to 
prevent further Armenian military attacks on Azerbaijan, effectively coun-
terbalanced by a resurgent Russia whose resolve Turkey could and would 
not challenge. The pro-Turkish vector in Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy thus 

failed to deliver what Elçibey hoped it would. 
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Karabakh: Initial Advances 

 
Immediately after Elçibey came to power, his attempts to pool resources 
and put together an army did have at least one effect: once the voluntary 
formations that had arisen were subjected to the most rudimentary coordi-
nation by the Defense Ministry, Azerbaijan had the semblance of an army 
with a somewhat higher morale, and was able to up the ante in Mountain-
ous Karabakh. The release of large amounts of weaponry from former 
Soviet military depots within Azerbaijan also helped provide a new begin-
ning in the military field. In a June 1992 counteroffensive, Azerbaijani 
forces first took control of the Shaumyan region north of Karabakh, then 
crossed into Karabakh itself, where they captured most of the northern 
province of Mardakert, also known as Agdere. Stemming Armenian coun-
teroffensives, the Azerbaijani forces approached Stepanakert and were 
beginning to plan ways to cut off Karabakh‘s link to Armenia via the La-
chin corridor. But at this point, the command-and-control structure started 
to crack. The problem lay with defense minister Rahim Gaziyev, a Popular 
Front member who had developed surprisingly good personal relations 
with Russia, and Surat Huseynov, a factory boss turned guerrilla fighter 
who had used his wealth to assemble a private army and had taken to call-
ing himself a colonel. Huseynov had 2,000 to 3,000 armed men who were 
not really involved in major battles, but were important because they held 
large tracts of the military front—especially in Kelbajar Province, the only 
part of the territories between Karabakh and Armenia that remained under 
Azerbaijani control. Events would soon confirm suspicions about the true 
loyalties of both Gaziyev and Huseynov.  

 
The Downward Slide 

 
February 1993 was the turning point for the Popular Front government. It 
was in that month that the government decisively began to lose its monopo-
ly over the use of force, the most basic element of statehood. The slide 
began physically in Mountainous Karabakh, with the government losing 
control over its forces on the front.  
 

Losing the Monopoly over the Use of Force 

 
In early February 1993, an Armenian counteroffensive took back most of 
Mardakert Province, which had recently been reconquered by Azerbaijan. 
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Meanwhile, Armenian forces attacked Kelbajar Province, west of Kara-
bakh—but the attacks came primarily from the west, that is, from Arme-
nian territory, not from Armenian-held areas in Karabakh. This marked the 
increasingly blatant involvement of the Armenian state in the war. At this 
time, Surat Huseynov, who had been appointed presidential envoy in Mar-
dakert and commander of the front in northern Karabakh, stopped taking 
orders from Baku and pulled back heavy artillery from the front line. 
Threatened with insubordination and apparent treason, Elçibey fired both 
Huseynov and defense minister Gaziyev, whose loyalty had long been in 
doubt.30 But the pair did not simply resign. Gaziyev made a halfhearted 
attempt to seize the Baku television tower, and Huseynov left the front with 
his forces—making it painfully obvious that his soldiers were loyal to him 
personally and not to the country. Huseynov returned to his stronghold at 
Gandja, where the local head of administration was also fired for insubor-
dination.31 Armenians forces then rapidly rolled back all Azerbaijani ad-
vances in northern Karabakh and overran Kelbajar Province from east and 
west, cleansing it of its mainly ethnic Kurdish population by early April. 
Meanwhile, the Armenians began shelling another homogeneously Azer-
baijani area outside Karabakh, Fizuli Province.32  

Azerbaijan now rapidly lost Karabakh and all lands to its west. The army 
Elçibey had pieced together had fallen apart, due to the lack of a command 
structure and the disloyalty of its highest officers. Moreover, the second-
largest city in the country, Gandja, was slipping from government control. 
The remaining military formations collapsed like a house of cards, allow-
ing Armenian forces in the following months to conquer the four provinces 
connecting Karabakh to Iran almost without a fight and forcing 700,000 
more Azerbaijanis to flee their homes. But this was not all: the government 
itself began to crumble. Interior minister Iskender Hamidov continued his 
practice of vendettas, personally beating up the editor of an opposition 
newspaper in April. More worryingly, perhaps, the government‘s control 

over law enforcement structures began to crumble. The regular police were 
gradually returning to old Soviet practices, and Minister Hamidov‘s per-
sonal militia was an increasingly independent and unruly force.33 By late 
April, Elçibey gave in to pressure to fire the obviously unstable Hamidov, 
and soon enough also his state secretary, Panakh Huseynov. Increasingly 
isolated in a rapidly failing state, Elçibey himself turned increasingly pas-
sive and introverted. 
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Corruption and Mismanagement 

 
For all the criticism leveled against Elçibey then and later, one thing is 
clear: his integrity has never been doubted. He was a true man of prin-
ciples, who continued to live in his brother‘s apartment rather than move 
into the official residence he was entitled to. Strangely, in this he resem-
bled Heydar Aliyev, likewise a native of Nakhichevan, who lived in his 
sister‘s apartment.  

Unfortunately, Elçibey‘s government was not comparably principled; 
nor was the remainder of Azerbaijani officialdom during his administra-
tion. The advent of the market economy and Azerbaijan‘s opening to the 

world created many opportunities for personal gain; being in government 
provided the best vantage point from which to profit from these develop-
ments. Many did, not least those connected with the military such as the 
deposed interior minister Gaziyev, accused of embezzling millions of dol-
lars. With no accountability, no judicial system, and no rule of law, the 
state degenerated into a free-for-all of corruption. By mid-1993, even in-
ternational aid to the refugees fleeing the advancing Armenian forces was 
being diverted into the black market, with profits going into the pockets of 
officials.34 Elected with great popular hopes, the Elçibey government was 
rapidly losing the benefit of the doubt once granted by its noncommunist, 
nationalist, and democratic credentials. If the Popular Front government 
was incapable of defending Karabakh and inept at setting up a functioning 
economy, that was bad enough in the eyes of the Azerbaijani public. But 
that the behavior of its ministers was deteriorating into a bad comedy, and 
an increasingly corrupt one at that, was unforgivable. 

In the economic sector, as in many areas, the government displayed no 
clear strategy and changed policies frequently. Though a new national 
currency had been introduced, privatization laws had been enacted, and an 
influx of imported consumer products had begun, the regime paid a stiff 
penalty in public opinion for its failure to control inflation, which increased 
from an annual rate of 616 percent in 1992 to 1130 percent in 1993.35 Price 
hikes, the loss of savings accounts and salaries, and other problems familiar 
from economies in transition took a hard toll on Azerbaijan‘s population. 

Meanwhile, social inequality grew rapidly as a clique of racketeers, offi-
cials, and businessmen made fortunes in no time. This likely brought back 
to mind the Communist propaganda about what capitalism led to in terms 
of economic exploitation.36 
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The Challenge of Ethnic Minorities  

 
Corruption was not Elçibey‘s only problem: the ethnic issue was also be-
coming a distinct concern. Despite its strong tendency toward Azerbaijani 
nationalism, the Popular Front regime had kept its promises on minority 
policy, according full cultural autonomy to ethnic minorities such as the 
Lezgins and Talysh. Yet the combination of Turkist nationalist tendencies 
within the Popular Front and centrifugal forces among Lezgins and Talysh, 
supported by forces in Russia and Iran, respectively, led to increasing ten-
sions between the government and ethnic minorities. Lezgins refused to be 
drafted into the military for the war effort in Mountainous Karabakh, and a 
Lezgin nationalist movement called Sadval emerged.37 In the south, the 
ethnic Talysh colonel Alikram Humbätov had, by early 1993, stopped tak-
ing orders from Baku and began declaring his intention to create an auto-
nomous ―Talysh-Mugam‖ republic along the Iranian border.  

It is difficult to determine what level of popular following these would-
be breakaway groups had. Since little unrest existed either before or after 
the late Popular Front period, there is little that indicates the existence of 
strong separatist tendencies, particularly among the Talysh. As such, the 
movements were very much elite led, and inspired by foreign backers to 
weaken the government. But the minority populations were at least as dis-
satisfied as the rest of the Azerbaijani population, if not more so, because 
of the widespread identification of the government with Pan-Turkist forces. 
The fact that the (eventually disgraced) interior minister Gaziyev was a 
proud Pan-Turkist nationalist was certainly not lost on them. In an envi-
ronment of collapsing state authority, it was hence easy for leaders appeal-
ing to ethnic sentiments to build a political platform, however tenuous this 
would turn out to be once the state was being rebuilt. 

 
The Fall of the Popular Front Government  

 
Late in spring 1993, the troubled Elçibey government received a sign of 
hope for the future: Prime Minister John Major of Britain invited President 
Elçibey to come to London in late June to sign an agreement on large-scale 
investments in the oil industry. This prospect meant several things. Most 
immediately, the government could receive advance payments on invest-
ments, which would help its cash-strapped budget and perhaps even enable 
it to turn the tables in Mountainous Karabakh. The war was being fought 
with such rudimentary weapons that even comparatively small upgrades in 
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equipment or forces, such as the addition of a few fighter jets, could make 
a difference. Indeed, Azerbaijan had already enlisted help by bringing in 
several hundred Afghan mujahideen. These men made a difference on the 
battlefield, and the promise of millions of petrodollars could have helped 
Azerbaijan acquire modern equipment and professional assistance if prop-
erly utilized. The mujahideen deployment was nevertheless unsuccessful, 
because the Afghans posed more problems than they helped resolve. To 
begin with, the culture clash was too great between the hard-drinking 
Azerbaijani soldiers and commanders and the pious Afghans—aside from 
the inherent suspicion the devoutly Sunni Afghans felt toward the Shia 
Azerbaijanis. Second, because the Azerbaijani military command structure 
had collapsed, no one really controlled the Afghans. Third, an ill-advised 
decision had been made to bring in Afghans from clans that did not get 
along well. A purportedly true anecdote tells of an incident in which the 
front line suddenly came alive with gunfire, even though neither the Azer-
baijani nor the Armenian side was shooting—a fact that was ascertained as 
the two opposing commanders made contact with one another. It was the 
Afghans, shooting at each other—which led to a cease-fire between Arme-
nian and Azerbaijani forces that lasted as long as it took to pack up the 
Afghans and get them away from the front.38  

If quick monetary gain was to be an outcome of the London meeting, 
more important perhaps was the shift in Western attention that would likely 
result from the event. Oil was the only real foreign-policy tool Azerbaijan 
had, but Baku had been unable to use it. Western oil investment would in 
time generate a lobby for Azerbaijan in Western corridors of power (and 
with it a vested interest in the country‘s future), and would restore some 

balance in the Western view of the conflict with Armenia. Most of all, it 
would provide the government with the opportunity to build up its oil in-
dustry independently from Russia and acquire a serious source of long-
term income over which Moscow had no say. Bluntly, Western invest-
ments in oil would cut the proverbial umbilical cord that tied Azerbaijan‘s 

economy and politics to Moscow. All of this was to happen, but not rapidly 
enough to save the Elçibey government or keep Karabakh in Azerbaijani 
hands. 

It may seem counterintuitive that Azerbaijan was the first former Soviet 
republic to become free of Russian military forces—achieving this status 
even before Germany and the Baltic republics. But that is indeed what 
happened, though, as one might very well intuit about the period, the im-
mediate outcome was not a happy one for Baku. On May 24 and 25, 1993, 
the Russian 104th Infantry Regiment left its base at Gandja and headed 
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north back to Russia, half a year ahead of schedule. This event was indeed 
unique: other states had to go through excruciating negotiations, forced 
delays, diplomatic tricks and pressure, and the payment of subventions to 
remove Russian military installations from their territories. There was a 
catch, of course. The Russians ―forgot‖ to bring their military hardware 

along—or to leave it to the Azerbaijani government, as the treaty con-
cluded between the two states had provided. Instead, they left the equip-
ment to Surat Huseynov, garrisoned with his private army less than a mile 
away from the 104th Infantry Regiment‘s freshly vacated barracks.

39  
After a botched attempt by Elçibey to take control of the weaponry, Hu-

seynov capitalized on the incident by accusing the government of attacking 
his forces, starting a civil war, and killing more than sixty people. In reali-
ty, fewer than four people were killed in the confrontation.40 But it did 
constitute yet another proof of the government‘s ineptitude, led to three 

high officials and hundreds of troops being taken hostage, and provided an 
excuse for Huseynov to advance political demands. He insisted on the 
resignation of the speaker of the Parliament, Isa Gambar, and of Panakh 
Huseynov, now prime minister, and declared that he would march on Baku. 
As his forces started out, they met no resistance from the military: not 
wanting a repeat of the civil war that had broken out in Tbilisi when Geor-
gia‘s first president, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, was ousted in January 1992, 
Elçibey had ordered the troops not to fire. But Huseynov raised the stakes: 
he would no longer be satisfied with anything less than the president‘s 

resignation. As his troops moved closer to Baku, the total collapse of the 
state and its takeover by a warlord seemed increasingly plausible—just as 
had occurred in Georgia in early 1992, when criminalized militia leaders 
seized power from a discredited, increasingly paranoid nationalist leader 
with a dissident background. Apart from Elçibey being much more of a 
democrat than Gamsakhurdia, the parallels were striking. 

 
Aliyev Intervenes 

 
On June 9, Elçibey called Heydar Aliyev in Nakhichevan, asking him to 
come to Baku to help resolve the crisis. The next day, Aliyev arrived in 
Baku aboard a Turkish government jet. After again refusing the post of 
prime minister and speeding to Gandja to meet Surat Huseynov, Aliyev 
was named speaker of Parliament following Gambar‘s hasty and reluctant 

resignation. The grounds for Aliyev‘s appointment were tenuous, but had a 

veneer of legality given his position as speaker of Nakhichevan‘s parlia-
ment, which made him, ex officio, second deputy speaker of the Azerbaija-
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ni Supreme Soviet. On June 18, with Huseynov‘s forces at Baku‘s gates, 

Elçibey left the capital for his native village of Keleki in Nakhichevan, 
where he would spend the next several years in internal exile. He did not 
resign from the presidency, however, even though he was stripped by Par-
liament of most of his powers on June 24. At the end of the month, Aliyev 
struck a deal with Huseynov, appointing the warlord prime minister, in 
charge also of the ministries of defense and interior. This appeared to be a 
capitulation, but as Goltz observed, it actually meant giving Huseynov 
responsibilities he could not handle: ―Surat had just been given a long, oily 

rope with which to hang himself.‖
41 Aliyev soon had his elevation to the 

presidency confirmed by a referendum of no confidence in Elçibey, held in 
late August. While the percentage of the anti-Elçibey vote was obviously 
inflated, there was no doubt that the vast majority of the population, per-
haps more than three-quarters, according to observers, voted against the 
incumbent president. The restoration of Aliyev, in spite of its doubtful 
legality, clearly had public legitimacy, as did the unseating of the Popular 
Front.  

The evidence that Surat Husyenov‘s coup was engineered in Moscow is 
as incontrovertible as it gets. The Elçibey government was doing a pretty 
good job of destroying its public legitimacy by its own actions, but the 
Russian government helped it on its way. In fact, Moscow slowly strangled 
the Popular Front government. Russia responded to every refusal to accede 
to the CIS or to accept a long-term Russian military presence on Azerbai-
jan‘s soil by disbursing a little more weaponry to Armenia; spreading disin-
formation through the Russian media about Azerbaijani attacks in Moun-
tainous Karabakh when it was the Armenians who were on the offensive; 
cranking up support for Lezgin or Talysh separatist forces; and undermin-
ing the Azerbaijani economy, all the while making it perfectly clear that all 
this would stop if Azerbaijan would just return to the fold. And Azerbaijan 
was not alone: Georgia under President Eduard Shevardnadze was being 
subjected to exactly the same treatment at exactly the same time.42 But 
Moscow had time, and was roasting Elçibey slowly—that is, until the news 
of his impending visit to London, which meant that the plug needed to be 
pulled on the Popular Front government lest it reverse its fortunes with 
foreign help. Thus the troops were withdrawn, Huseynov was activated, 
and the government crumbled. 

Given Heydar Aliyev‘s personal history with the KGB in the days of the 
Soviet Union, the general assumption in retrospect was that he was part of 
Moscow‘s plan. But it rapidly became clear that this was far from the truth. 

Moscow‘s plan was in all likelihood to have Mutalibov returned to power, 
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an intention that seemed all the more likely a year later when Huseynov 
attempted a coup against Aliyev but fled to Russia, where he immediately 
joined forces with Mutalibov. Heydar Aliyev was not part of the plan: he 
had stolen the coup from Huseynov. If there was a foreign hand behind 
Aliyev, it was in Ankara. For several months, Turkish president Süleyman 
Demirel had tried to convince Aliyev to return to Baku to help President 
Elçibey put Azerbaijan back on track. Elçibey had agreed to offer Aliyev 
the post of prime minister, but Aliyev had refused at least twice.43 Perhaps 
things had to get even worse before Aliyev could return as the country‘s 

savior.  
Once returned to the presidency, Aliyev in no way became a pushover: 

he developed into as a staunch a defender of Azerbaijan‘s independence as 

Elçibey had been, only more tactful and pragmatic in his implementation of 
that ideal. He joined the CIS, a move that cost Azerbaijan little, and prom-
ised to discuss Russian military bases and border guards with Moscow. But 
the Russian forces were out of Azerbaijan, and would never return. Indeed, 
Moscow‘s dissatisfaction with Aliyev would grow so much that in October 
1994, Huseynov, again in the context of an impending international oil 
contract, would try to overthrow him. 
 
Conclusions 

 
The Azerbaijani Popular Front government came to power under inauspi-
cious conditions. Indeed, its inability to assert control over the institutions 
of the state led to corruption and mismanagement—most blatantly the de-
bacle in the war with Armenia—and consigned the Elçibey administration 
to failure. It proved incapable of meeting the challenges facing the nation 
and thus lost popularity—and the war—within less than a year. This in turn 
led to the end of the ―democratic interlude‖ in Azerbaijan‘s transition to 

independence, a process paralleled in all the other southern republics of the 
former Soviet Union that had experienced the liberalization of their politi-
cal system at independence. Armenia, Georgia, and Tajikistan likewise 
witnessed a strengthening tendency back toward authoritarianism after 
democratization came to be identified with civil war, economic collapse, 
and general misery.  

But the Popular Front should also be remembered for several important 
achievements. Despite the challenge of balancing political reform with 
national defense and state building, Azerbaijan managed to hold presiden-
tial elections in June 1992 that, given the circumstances, were reasonably 
free and fair. Once in power, the APF generally put its liberal and demo-
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cratic principles into practice: as chaotic as it was and despite its failures 
and disappointments, the year the Popular Front spent in power was one of 
political freedoms that Azerbaijan had never known before. In retrospect, it 
was something that Azerbaijan‘s political culture was unable to live up to 

and to sustain. Yet it provided an indelible experience that would remain in 
the public memory.  

Had Mutalibov stayed in power, Azerbaijan might have resembled the 
political systems of Central Asia; but the mark of openness and pluralism 
left by the Elçibey era meant that, throughout the subsequent Aliyev era, 
Azerbaijan would remain a pluralistic if not democratic polity. The founda-
tions of pluralism and openness had been laid; these principles would chal-
lenge the Aliyev government from within, and empower progressive forces 
both within and outside the government to push back against the remaining 
autocratic tendencies of the old ruling class. 
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5 
The Aliyev Era: Restoring Stability 

 
 
 
 

Heydar Aliyev‘s return to power was greeted with great expectations: 

things would go back to normal. And order, indeed, is what Aliyev brought 
Azerbaijan. Within two years, he had consolidated power and built a politi-
cal system tailor-made to his own personality. He had sued for a cease-fire 
in Mountainous Karabakh while moving aggressively to take advantage of 
Azerbaijan‘s oil resources. Finally, he had launched a successful campaign 
to elevate the country‘s place in the world. These accomplishments did not 

come without cost, however. What was lost was the fledgling democracy 
the country had begun to enjoy. Of course, enjoy would be the wrong term: 
to most Azerbaijanis (just like most Russians or Georgians), democracy 
had come to be perceived as synonymous with political anarchy, massive 
theft of state property, and internal disorder. 

 
Consolidating Power 

In the conditions of Azerbaijan in 1993, Aliyev‘s consolidation of power 

meant at least five things. First and foremost, it meant reassertion of con-
trol over the state, and, by implication, reinstatement of a system of control 
over the informal structures of power—the country‘s entrenched economic, 
regional, and functional interest groups. Second, consolidation meant the 
restoration of a monopoly on power through the removal of disloyal ele-
ments within the system that could threaten Aliyev‘s position. The third 

element was ending the largest distraction to state building, the war with 
Armenia, which had brought down the presidencies of both Ayaz Mutali-
bov and Abulfez Elçibey. Fourth, consolidation meant building a formal 
system of power, that is, the legal foundations of political power such as a 
constitution, a parliament, and political parties. Fifth, and finally, it implied  
legitimizing power externally—that is, winning the acceptance of Azerbai-
jan‘s neighbors and the international community, chiefly the West.  
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Rebuilding the Aliyev Political Network 

 
Referring to the selection of Heydar Aliyev to lead Soviet Azerbaijan in 
1969, John Willerton noted that ―Aliev‘s selection signaled the application 

of a particular set of solutions to the stagnating republic: a set of solutions 
grounded in the reestablishment of discipline within the hierarchy of party 
and state bodies.‖

1 
Had those words been written in reference to Aliyev‘s 

1993 comeback, they would have been equally true. This time, there was 
no Soviet Union and Aliyev was beholden to absolutely nobody for his 
power. But if Aliyev had stepped into a stagnating Soviet republic in 1969, 
in 1993 he was taking the reins of a collapsing newly independent state. On 
both occasions, within the constraints that were present, Aliyev‘s priority 

was to rebuild a functioning state that delivered public order and economic 
growth.  

The constraints on both occasions were obvious and, moreover, the 
same: in the political and economic entity known as Azerbaijan, powerful 
informal institutions, loyalties, and networks matter at least as much as 
formal political institutions. This reality goes far back: czarist officials in 
the nineteenth century had struggled hard to dismantle the regionalism and 
vested interests ensconced in the rival khanates; during 1918–20, the First 
Republic had faced the dilemma of handling the very real power of the 
large landowners; and Soviet Azerbaijan became notorious, to an even 
greater extent than Georgia or the republics of Central Asia, for the resi-
lience of informal kinship and regional ties that were sustained under the 
communist surface and penetrated deep into Soviet institutions. By 1969, 
these relationships had managed to bring Azerbaijan‘s progress to a grind-
ing halt. But in that year, Aliyev came to power with an explicit mandate to 
clean up the rampant corruption, nepotism, and mismanagement that had 
made the Azerbaijan of his predecessors, Imam Mustafayev and Vali Ak-
hundov, one of the worst-performing republics in the Soviet Union.  

Aliyev executed this reform mandate by purging state institutions, filling 
positions of authority with people whose loyalty he absolutely trusted. In 
many cases these were people with managerial skills and discipline, or 
people he had personally supervised in Nakhichevan, or, like himself, 
people with experience in the security services. Moreover, people in posi-
tions of power were frequently rotated geographically and functionally to 
prevent them from building personal fiefdoms that would challenge both 
the efficiency of the state and institutional loyalty to Aliyev. 
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 In sum, Aliyev built his own patronage network to replace the old one; 
but he built one that ran on time and delivered economic progress and po-
litical stability. Clearly there were winners and losers, and Aliyev‘s former 

KGB colleagues and the Nakhichevani and Yeraz elites were most promi-
nent among the winners. But the system delivered, to such a surprising 
extent that Aliyev was promoted to the highest offices in the Soviet Union. 

In 1993, the task was to restore the basic functioning of government in-
stitutions in a near-failed state where the advent of market economics with-
out institutional constraints was rapidly creating an ungovernable klepto-
cracy. This meant getting the government to deliver the basic functions of 
statehood to the population, and to assert control over state institutions. In 
1993, economic production stood at less than 40 percent of 1990 levels, 
and government officials received the equivalent of a few dozen dollars a 
month in pay. That meant that the resources necessary to build a profes-
sional, noncorrupt, and efficient state were simply absent, as was trained 
staff with modern skills. Corruption was a fact, and could not be wished 
away. Rather, it had to be tamed. 

Aliyev‘s recipe was an adaptation of his old, tested model of authorita-
tive as well as authoritarian rule, reconciling the reality of informal struc-
tures of power with the needs of a modern state. This implied building a 
patronage system that actually supported the building of a state, rather than 
undermining the state by creating anarchy. In other words, corruption had 
to be tolerated but also brought under control—anarchic and uncontrolled 
corruption had to be replaced by a form of controlled, structured, almost 
feudal relations. The key concept here is control: in a collapsed economy, 
what is known in the West as corruption is an instrument without which the 
government cannot keep the state together. In the absence of loyalties 
based on ideology or respect for law, and without resources to pay officials 
a salary they can live on, corruption serves as a legitimizing factor and a 
way to maintain the support of the elite and power ministries, a necessity if 
the ruler‘s position is to be stable. In more than one respect, this arrange-
ment resembles a feudal system, in which the ruler delegates certain eco-
nomic functions to a baron or bureaucrat in exchange for loyalty. The crux, 
of course, is how to change a system running on informal transfers of mon-
ey and influence into one in which these exchanges are formalized and 
occur within the law. That issue would be dealt with later; in 1993 Aliyev 
restored the now half-dismantled system of power he had built up in the 
1970s, which rested upon his personal authority and intimate knowledge 
both of the country and of the officials he would bring back to power.  
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Removing the Challengers 

 
The monopoly on the use of force had collapsed to such a degree that pow-
er in 1993 was roughly commensurate with the number of armed men a 
person controlled. Personnel in the armed units nominally belonging to the 
state were, as a rule, loyal not to the state but to their individual command-
er, from whose pocket their pay normally came, often as a result of in-
volvement in illegal business of some sort.2 One of Aliyev‘s key priorities 

was therefore reestablishing the state‘s monopoly on the use of force. It 

should be recalled that Aliyev had not come to power with the help of mili-
tia groups, nor did he control any of his own. But others did, such as Surat 
Huseynov, the paramilitary commander who had been largely responsible 
for the removal of Aliyev‘s predecessor, Elçibey. Such men posed a serious 

challenge to Aliyev‘s power base while making him vulnerable to the in-
fluence of the warlords and, by extension, their external backers.  

Aliyev‘s first challenger was Aliakram Humbatov, a renegade militia 
commander in the southern Lenkoran Province. Humbatov was a self-
proclaimed representative of the Talysh minority group, which numbers 
several hundred thousand in Lenkoran and adjacent regions of Azerbaijan. 
Generally speaking, the Talysh are well integrated into Azerbaijani society 
and heavily intermarried with Azeris. Colonel Humbatov took the opportu-
nity of unrest in the summer of 1993 to declare an independent Talysh-
Mugan republic on August 7, and attempted to fortify its borders. The 
name drew on the pro-Bolshevik Mugan Soviet Republic, which existed 
briefly from March to June 1919 in opposition to the First republic. The 
idea of independence nevertheless failed to gain popularity among most 
Talysh people, and seemed closely linked to political games that had oc-
curred in Baku at the time of the June coup. Humbatov was allied with 
Huseynov, and his bid may have served to weaken Aliyev‘s position. But 

Aliyev, understanding the lack of popular support for the uprising, urged 
the people to take action against Humbatov. Crowds gathered around 
Humbatov‘s offices, and soon his republic was no more—without the gov-
ernment having to make a serious effort to intervene. Humbatov fled to 
Iran but was soon extradited to Azerbaijan. He was sentenced to death for 
high treason in 1996, but was pardoned in 2004 and moved into exile in the 
Netherlands. 

In the year that followed Humbatov‘s gambit, Aliyev took several steps 

to build up his power: settling the open warfare in Mountainous Karabakh, 
conducting a referendum on his deposed predecessor‘s presidency, and 

building international relations based in great part on oil. Moreover, under 
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the newly appointed minister of the interior and Aliyev loyalist Ramil Usu-
bov, the government sought to bring to heel various semi-independent 
armed factions and put away their leaders, such as former defense minister 
Rahim Gaziyev. 

But in September 1994, a crisis erupted. Not surprisingly, it was linked 
to oil diplomacy. On September 20, Aliyev and a consortium of Western 
energy multinationals signed a thirty-year production-sharing agreement 
covering the Azeri, Chirag, and Guneshli oil fields. The deal, worth US$8 
billion, was soon dubbed the ―contract of the century.‖

3 The very next day, 
four high-profile prisoners on trial for treason, including Humbatov and 
Gaziyev, ―escaped‖ to Moscow from the Azerbaijani security service‘s 

detention facilities in Baku, something said to be impossible. Aliyev, who 
should know, said as much the next day, and fired his national security 
minister. A few days later two high officials, including a deputy speaker of 
Parliament, were assassinated, and members of Parliament began receiving 
anonymous phone calls telling them to veto the contract lest they be next.4 
Three members of the OMON, the special-purpose police forces, were 
arrested for the murders. The OMON, in particular a crack unit of 200 
especially well-trained personnel, were controlled by a deputy minister of 
the interior, Rovshan Javadov. On October 2, Javadov‘s forces stormed the 

prosecutor general‘s office and freed the three arrested men; government 

forces surrounded the building, and the army was called out to protect stra-
tegic installations. A spokesman for the Ministry of Defense found it ne-
cessary to make a televised announcement stating the full loyalty of the 
army to the president. Aliyev declared a state of emergency and negotiated 
with Javadov, who after a brief firefight had retreated to his base on the 
outskirts of Baku.  

Meanwhile, reports of unrest in Gandja had surfaced. Huseynov‘s troops 

had apparently cordoned off the city and seized strategic installations.5 
Aliyev now made a passionate appeal to the people of Azerbaijan on na-
tional television, asking young and old alike to assemble at the presidential 
palace in order to protect the independence of the country. He blamed un-
named foreign forces, obviously implying Russia, of seeking to undermine 
the country‘s independence. Aliyev assumed he had the people‘s support, 

and gambled that they would turn out both to shield him against any possi-
ble attack and to send a clear message to his internal and external rivals 
that the time when a band of armed men could take over the country was 
over. Reportedly, Aliyev then nervously waited in his office, constantly 
checking his watch.6  
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He did not have to wait long. Within minutes crowds began to assemble, 
swelling to several thousand people within an hour. Javadov then softened 
his stance, claiming loyalty to the president but demanding that a number 
of leading figures be fired. Appearing at the scene, he pledged full support 
for Aliyev.7 The next day, Aliyev presided over an even larger popular 
gathering in Freedom Square on Baku‘s Caspian Sea shoreline. Flanked by 

Surat Huseynov, Aliyev denounced the uprising in Gandja and announced 
what had become clear to everyone: that elements in the government were 
involved in a coup against the head of state, together with Ayaz Mutalibov 
and the former head of the KGB of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Repub-
lic, Vagif Huseynov (no relation to Surat Huseynov). Aliyev then delivered 
the coup de grâce, directly accusing Surat Huseynov of complicity in a 
coup against the legitimate government of the country—a government that, 
ironically, Prime Minister Huseynov himself nominally headed.8 Within 
days, Huseynov was placed under house arrest, removed from his post, and 
stripped of his parliamentary seat. He then escaped to the Russian-
controlled Qabala radar station in northern Azerbaijan, from which he was 
airlifted by Russian security services to a military base in the North Cauca-
sus, and from there to Moscow.9  

If the external links of the September coup were no surprise to either 
Aliyev or anyone else, the coup attempt that took place only six months 
later, in March 1995, did not fit the mold. This time, Rovshan Javadov took 
advantage of Aliyev‘s absence from the country to make another bid for 

power. Javadov‘s call for members of the Azerbaijani Popular Front and 
Chechen groups in Baku to rise up and support the coup indicated the dif-
ferent connections Javadov had built on. But Chechen president Jokhar 
Dudayev instructed all Chechens to stay at home, and only a few scattered 
former Popular Front officials responded, while the masses stayed home. 

Javadov‘s OMON forces had gradually degenerated into a criminal 
group, involved in various types of smuggling and cooperating with ele-
ments of Turkish far-right nationalist organizations. These groups‘ connec-
tions to organized crime and elements of the Turkish state were uncovered 
in the aftermath of an infamous car crash in Susurluk in western Turkey, 
which gradually led to the uncovering of police and state ties to organized 
crime in the country. Aliyev‘s efforts to get the law enforcement agencies 

under control had begun to put pressure on these types of forces, which, in 
response, hatched a plot to remove him from office. Unlike earlier coups, 
moreover, this one clearly was aimed at killing the president. Elements of 
the Turkish intelligence services, and possibly the Turkish embassy in 
Baku, appear to have been involved in the planned coup. In any event, 
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Aliyev was convinced that this was the case, as is Turkish journalist Irfan 
Ülkü, who detailed the episode in his 2000 book on Azerbaijan.10 

Javadov had planned to have Aliyev assassinated immediately upon the 
president‘s return from a summit in Copenhagen of the OSCE. But in an 
action that made the Turkish connection seem even more complex, Aliyev 
was reportedly tipped off by Turkish president Süleyman Demirel, as the 
Turkish intelligence services had begun to unearth the plot. This last-
minute warning prompted Aliyev to leave for Baku early on March 16. He 
ordered an assault on Javadov‘s headquarters that ended the revolt and led 

to Javadov‘s death from injuries incurred during the shootout. The episode 
made it clear that Aliyev, who had shown remarkable leniency regarding 
Huseynov‘s coup attempt against him, drew the line when a coup plotter 

meant to assassinate him. Javadov‘s was the last armed revolt in Aliyev‘s 

Azerbaijan, and the turning point after which the government regained its 
monopoly on the use of force.11  

The two coups had profound implications for Azerbaijan‘s foreign rela-
tions. Aliyev for good reason had not trusted Russia, but his erstwhile af-
finity with Turkey took a beating with the March 1995 coup. It was only 
his personal relationship with President Demirel that prevented him from 
making the affair public at the time; the details only appeared almost three 
years later in the Turkish media. Shortly after the events, Aliyev made his 
famous speech to the Turkish Parliament in which he delineated the prin-
ciple of Bir millet, iki dövlet (―One nation, two states‖). Azerbaijan‘s rela-
tionship with Turkey remained cordial, but had lost the emotional feeling 
of kinship and trust that had earlier made it a truly ―special relationship.‖ 

Practically, this made Azerbaijan a rather lonely member of the interna-
tional community: already at war with Armenia, it faced meddling in its 
internal affairs, including the sponsoring of uprisings, by Russia, Iran, and 
now elements in Turkey. Aliyev‘s decision to build strong, direct ties to the 

West, not least the United States, may very well have received significant 
impetus from this experience. 

 
The Tabling of Karabakh 

 
The third imperative for consolidating power and building the state was to 
bring the war in Mountainous Karabakh to a halt. Armenia had rapidly 
exploited the rare opportunity provided by Azerbaijan‘s chaos and anarchy. 

As had happened at every juncture of the war in Karabakh, Azerbaijan lost 
territory during the summer and fall of 1993 because all attention was fo-
cused on power struggles in Baku. By June 28, 1993, Mardakert Province, 
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in northern Karabakh, was securely in Armenian hands. Seeing the disarray 
of the Azerbaijani forces on the eastern and southern fronts, the Armenians 
moved on July 4 to besiege Agdam, a strategic town just east of Karabakh 
from which Azerbaijani forces had shelled Armenian positions, including 
Stepanakert. Agdam fell on July 23, and was burned and looted.  

The Armenians next turned to the city of Fizuli, to the southeast of Ka-
rabakh. This move indicated that Armenia had decided to conquer the en-
tire swath of land connecting Karabakh to Iran, where more than half a 
million Azerbaijanis lived. Doing so would provide Armenia with an easily 
defensible border and spare it the problem of having a southern front in 
Karabakh. With Azerbaijani forces in total disarray, Fizuli fell on August 
23, followed days later by neighboring Jebrail.  

The Armenian forces then slowly moved west, having secured the gate-
way to Karabakh but left a short strip of territory as an escape route for the 
fleeing masses of Azerbaijanis. After a short unilateral cease-fire by the 
Armenian forces, to regroup and allow for new supplies of troops, arms, 
and equipment to be delivered from Armenia proper, the campaign res-
tarted. In short order, Zangilan on the Iranian border and Qubatli south of 
the Lachin corridor also fell, as did the town of Huradiz, south of Fizuli. 
That cut the escape route for the remaining several thousand civilians in 
encircled Zangilan, who had resolutely refused to leave their homes, even 
at the risk of a new Khojaly massacre. Adding to the half-million refugees 
already expelled from these areas, the last remaining civilians were forced 
to swim over the Araks River to Iran; hundreds drowned. 

 Armenia‘s blatantly expansionist moves were too much for the interna-
tional community to stomach. Despite overwhelming evidence to the con-
trary, Armenian officials said they had nothing to do with the attacks, yet 
justified the expulsion of 700,000 people in the name of the security of the 
perhaps 120,000 Armenians living in Karabakh.12 But this rationalization 
did not placate the international community, whose patience with the Ar-
menian advances was running out. For their part, regional powers began to 
show unease as well. Both Turkey and Iran threatened to intervene, gene-
rating a crisis that also concerned Russia. With tensions at their highest 
level yet, Turkey massed 50,000 troops on the Armenian border. Also mo-
bilizing its armed forces, Iran threatened Armenia with intervention, im-
pelled at least in part by the refugee crisis in Azerbaijani-populated north-
ern Iran, which was rapidly making the Iranian government‘s neutral stance 

toward the conflict highly unpopular at home. Even Russia issued a threat, 
informing Armenia that the invasions of Azerbaijani territory would harm 
bilateral relations.13 The crisis gradually dissipated as Armenian advances 



THE ALIYEV ERA: RESTORING STABILITY    89 

 

came to a halt. By late 1993 Aliyev had joined the Commonwealth of In-
dependent States, thereby meeting one of Moscow‘s long-standing de-
mands on Azerbaijan. As if by magic, this action resulted in the release of 
additional Soviet-era weaponry and may have induced the Russian gov-
ernment to make some military advisers available. Soon thereafter Azerbai-
jan counterattacked, prompting the Armenian national army to cross the 
border into Azerbaijan on a larger scale than ever before to defend its new-
ly achieved territorial gains. Azerbaijan managed to take back some territo-
ry, but at great cost, and within a short time the conflict was at a stalemate. 
Armenia had bitten off much more than it could chew, while Aliyev had no 
real army to fight back with. It was time to sue for peace, at least for the 
time being.  

The OSCE‘s so-called Minsk Group had long been working on a cease-
fire deal, but it was upstaged on May 16, 1994, when Russian defense mi-
nister Pavel Grachev managed to secure an agreement signed by President 
Aliyev and his Armenian counterpart, Levon Ter-Petrossian. The cease-fire 
remained in force in 2009, though small-scale yet lethal violations had 
regularly occurred over the years. Some of the largest violations took place 
in March 2008, immediately after Armenia‘s disputed elections, when over 

20 soldiers on both sides were killed.14 
With Azerbaijan having been roundly defeated, Aliyev now focused on 

building the state, turning to diplomatic means to resolve the conflict. He 
nevertheless vowed from the outset to keep the military option open for a 
later day should diplomacy fail.  

It is ironic that had Armenia stopped at conquering Karabakh and per-
haps securing the Lachin corridor, it might have gotten away with it in the 
court of international public opinion. After all, rightly or wrongly, the Ar-
menians of Karabakh had come to be seen as victims in the conflict, and 
Azerbaijan conceivably may have adapted to the new reality, though it 
would hardly have accepted it. But the conquest of an additional 10 percent 
of Azerbaijan‘s territory and the expulsion of nearly three-quarters of a 
million people from their homes constituted such a humiliation that it be-
came impossible for any Azerbaijani leader to concede the loss of Kara-
bakh. Aliyev, or any other Azerbaijani leader, had no choice but to promise 
that all territories, including Karabakh, would be returned to Azerbaijan. 
Moreover, the conquests of 1993 marked the zenith of Armenia‘s interna-
tional position. Up to that point, protestations that Armenia was the victim 
of the conflict, mainly on the grounds that Armenians are generally victims 
and Turks generally aggressors, had played well in the West. But with the 
facts on the ground being clear, and pictures spreading across the world of 
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the ethnic cleansing of southwestern Azerbaijan and the ensuing humanita-
rian disaster, the traditional image of Armenia not only rang hollow but 
was exposed as an outright lie. From that moment, Azerbaijan began its 
uphill but eventually successful struggle to turn world opinion around.  

 
The 1995 Constitution: Institutionalizing Presidentialism 

 
The fourth objective in Aliyev‘s consolidation of power was to legitimize 

the formal underpinnings of his position. This meant first and foremost 
legitimizing his accession to the highest office in the land, and, in the long-
er run, establishing a presidential system of government by means of a new 
constitution and parliamentary elections.  

 Aliyev began the process with a referendum on the fate of former presi-
dent Elçibey. The vote, conducted on August 30, 1993, produced a thun-
dering verdict of no confidence. The outcome was so obvious that Aliyev‘s 

election officials hardly needed to do much to inflate the anti-Elçibey mar-
gin. But a precedent was nevertheless set for future elections in Azerbaijan. 
Whether because of the zeal of low-level officials, the demands of the pres-
idential office, or a combination of both, victory margins would be inflated 
even when the outcome was clear. Consequently, Azerbaijan‘s internation-
al reputation was gratuitously tarnished. Such tampering would mar the 
1993, 1998, 2003 and 2008 presidential elections, and the 2000 and 2005 
parliamentary elections.  

On October 3, 1993, Aliyev was elected president with a reported 98.8 
percent of the vote and an official 96 percent turnout—distinctly Brezhne-
vian numbers—with only two unknown politicians allowed to contest the 
vote. Parliamentary elections were scheduled for November 12, 1995; in 
the meantime, a legislative framework was being built.  

President Aliyev convened a Constitutional Commission in June 1995 to 
replace the redundant 1978 Soviet constitution that remained in force. The 
Commission presented a first draft in October, and the final version was 
approved by referendum after having been publicly available for only six 
days on November 12.15 The Constitution provided for separation of pow-
ers, including an independent judiciary and an elected parliament with 
considerable responsibilities; nevertheless, the emphasis was clearly upon 
the extensive powers granted to the office of the president. The Constitu-
tion‘s article 109 outlines a broad list of 32 paragraphs of powers given to 

the president. These include appointing or dismissing the prime minister 
and the cabinet members, as well as the prosecutor general, judges, and 
high-ranking military officers. Aside from this and many other rights and 
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responsibilities, the president can also ―form special security bodies.‖ 
Clearly, Heydar Aliyev intended Azerbaijan to be a presidential republic, 
tailored to his own vision of state-building. 

An electoral law was put in place in August 1995, stipulating that 100 of 
Parliament‘s 125 representatives would be elected in single-member con-
stituencies, while the remainder were to be chosen on party lists. Parlia-
mentary elections would coincide with a referendum on the constitutional 
draft, prepared by a commission headed by Aliyev.  

In a tightly controlled environment, several opposition parties were pre-
vented from running, as were 60 percent of the candidates in single-
members constituencies. The elections produced resounding approval of 
the constitution, but also a Parliament totally dominated by the ruling Yeni 
Azerbaijan Party (YAP; also referred to as ―New Azerbaijan‖). Small 
numbers of seats were won by the Azerbaijani Popular Front, now led by 
Elçibey‘s deputy, Ali Kerimli, and the Azerbaijani National Independence 
Party, led by Etibar Mamedov (no relation to Yaqub Mamedov). The elec-
tions were characterized as neither free nor fair by international observers, 
but they did provide a formal legal basis for the political institutions of 
post-Soviet Azerbaijan, correcting one of the largest blunders of the Popu-
lar Front government. Following the 1995 elections, however, the opposi-
tion was gradually given greater representation in Parliament through by-
elections, eventually coming to control more than a quarter of the seats. 
This was a trend that would be repeated in each parliamentary election: the 
government would win big, the opposition and foreign observers would 
protest, and as a result a few more opposition figures would be allowed to 
take seats in order to keep peace and avoid international condemnation. In 
a sense, this trend dated to the rule of Ayaz Mutalibov, who had agreed to 
equal government and opposition representation in the fifty-member Na-
tional Council carved out of the 350-member Supreme Soviet of Azerbai-
jan in 1991. 

 
The Quest for International Legitimacy 

 
Finally, Aliyev needed to legitimize his position internationally. This was 
done partially through the formal, nominally democratic procedures of 
elections and constitutions, but mainly through diplomacy. Oil was a key 
element in this process, as Aliyev astutely used international interest in the 
country‘s oil riches as a way to foster relations with foreign leaders. He 

built the oil consortium mainly with Western multinationals, including 
American companies such as Amoco, Unocal, Exxon, and Pennzoil, as 



92     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

well as European companies such as Norway‘s Statoil and the consortium‘s 

operator, British Petroleum. (BP‘s share doubled after its acquisition of 
Amoco.) Others were also invited, including Japan‘s Itochu, the Turkish 
Petroleum Corporation, and Saudi Delta Oil. Aliyev then gladly cut up 
Azerbaijan‘s own 20 percent share and provided half of that to Russia‘s 

Lukoil, in a measure to placate Russian objections to the deal. In the 
process, he drove a wedge between Russian energy interests (which wanted 
a share) and the Russian Foreign Ministry (which had sought to stop the 
deal). Aliyev also initially promised Iran a 5 percent share, but U.S. pres-
sure eventually forced him to renege, at great diplomatic cost. 

Most of all, aside from oil, it was the pragmatist and experienced diplo-
mat in Aliyev that built his international legitimacy. A senior statesman by 
any standard, Aliyev deployed his personal charisma and to some extent 
his Soviet- era fame in winning access to the corridors of power in Western 
capitals. Not least among these was Washington, where a constituency of 
interest in the Caucasus and Caspian region was growing, related not only 
to oil but to U.S. geostrategic interests. By 1997, Aliyev had managed to 
assemble a significant constituency of support in the U.S. capital, including 
former high-level officials such as Zbigniew Brzezinski, Brent Scowcroft, 
John Sununu, Richard Cheney, Lloyd Bentsen, James Baker, Richard Ar-
mitage, and Lawrence Eagleburger. Aliyev‘s efforts gradually turned the 

tide in the West, earning Azerbaijan status as a strategic partner of the 
United States by the late 1990s.16 

 
Muddling Through: 1997–2003 

By 1997, Heydar Aliyev had effected a remarkable turnaround in Azerbai-
jan. The country was now both politically and economically stable. Billions 
of dollars were flowing into the oil industry, beefing up the country‘s ma-
croeconomic indicators but generating few jobs, something that disap-
pointed some of the population‘s expectations. Nevertheless, the chaos of 

the early 1990s had generated a national desire for stability and order that 
gave Aliyev room to maneuver in the face of popular demands for democ-
racy and freedom and helped him manage the political opposition. In all 
this, as the next chapter shows, he was aided—in fact, until his death and 
beyond—by the utter inability of the opposition groups to admit their fail-
ure of 1992–93 and reform themselves accordingly. 
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Politics and Society: Semiauthoritarianism in Practice 

 
Azerbaijan under Heydar Aliyev‘s rule is best described as a semiauthorita-
rian society, a concept defined by Marina Ottaway as an ―ambiguous sys-
tem that combines rhetorical acceptance of liberal democracy, the existence 
of some formal democratic institutions, and respect for a limited sphere of 
civil and political liberties with essentially illiberal or even authoritarian 
traits.‖

17 Indeed, the Azerbaijani population at large felt no particular re-
pression, as freedom of speech was generally respected. Urban dwellers 
could pick up an opposition newspaper and read grave accusations, border-
ing on slander, against government officials, and political parties func-
tioned openly, though they were occasionally subjected to official harass-
ment. In the countryside, hierarchical social structures that had survived the 
Soviet Union remained, steeped in respect for authority. As such, Azerbai-
jani society in the 1990s returned to a structure characterized by clearly 
defined social classes, an arrangement that was not paralleled, for example, 
in much more egalitarian and individualistic Georgia. Only genuine politi-
cal activists and journalists, and the radical opposition, found themselves 
systematically in officialdom‘s line of fire.  

As Daniel Heradstveit and Kari Eken Strømmen have shown, Aliyev‘s 

conception of his own position was that of a benevolent autocrat, a father 
figure who had saved the country from destruction.18 From this understand-
ing flowed his long-term ambitions, as well as his view of the opposition as 
political small fry. During his absence from power, from 1987 to 1993, the 
country self-destructed, undoing—as he saw it—the progress he had pre-
sided over during 1969–83, for which he took personal credit. The Popular 
Front government had alienated and isolated him; then it presided over a 
collapse of the country, only to escape, as Aliyev would put it, ―like a 

mother who abandons her children‖—a telling analogy, since it strengthens 
the impression of his paternalistic conception of the people of Azerbaijan 
as his children. Yet the opposition was now back, shamelessly claiming a 
right to wield power and to influence decisions—daring to tell Aliyev how 
to run the country.19  

A recurring feature of Aliyev‘s own view was that democracy might be a 

long-term goal, but immediate introduction of its procedures and trappings 
was not necessarily the means to stable representative government. He 
tirelessly reminded Western interlocutors of the centuries it took them to 
build democracy, and that Azerbaijan only a few years earlier had lived in 
chaos and anarchy. Building democracy, he said, was the goal; but it would 
be achieved gradually, through the building of institutions, a market econ-
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omy, and political culture. In the meantime, the country needed stability 
and control, which Aliyev was happy to provide. One of his most famous 
statements, from a 1997 speech in Washington at Georgetown University, 
illustrates this viewpoint: 

 
Some people think we should be able to establish democracy in a short 
time, but that is impossible. Azerbaijan is a young nation and democracy is 
a new concept. The United States has been advancing on the path of de-
mocracy for a long time—more than 200 years. You have achieved a lot, 
but you are still working on it. Democracy is not an apple you buy at the 
market and bring back home.20 

 
This worldview, in which a domestic challenger to his own personality and 
authority was tantamount to unthinkable, governed Aliyev‘s rule. Indeed, 

while perhaps viewing democracy as an ideal end state for Azerbaijan, 
Aliyev repeatedly said that he was bequeathing the remainder of his life to 
the nation. Leaving office during his lifetime was, it seems, simply not 
something that occurred to Heydar Aliyev—or that he would have taken 
seriously if the idea had been submitted to him. That said, Aliyev‘s gov-
ernment was always responsive to international criticism and recommenda-
tions: there was a sense that when issues reached his attention, he acted on 
them. For example, the widespread corruption in the operations of Baku‘s 

international airport grew out of control in 1998, eventually forcing even 
Pakistan International Airlines to stop serving the city. Once this problem 
appeared on Aliyev‘s personal radar screen, he called an emergency meet-
ing and successfully cracked down on it. After this incident, the airport 
largely operated professionally. Aliyev responded in similar fashion in 
2001, a year of crisis for independent journalism in Azerbaijan. The gov-
ernment was breaking up demonstrations violently and accusing the oppo-
sition media of ―undermining the statehood of the country‖ by reporting on 

these acts of suppression. In December, Aliyev held an unprecedented and 
frank three-hour meeting with the press. He condemned the statements by 
his own party representatives and subsequently signed a decree liberalizing 
the mass media law.21 The following year saw a drastic decrease in media-
related problems.22 

 
The Vexing Relationship Between Elections and Democracy 

 
Largely because of the Western focus on elections rather than the arduous 
process of building governance and rule of law, Azerbaijan makes head-
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lines in the West mainly at voting time. This situation is unfortunate, since 
it strengthens the equation of democracy with elections, whereas the me-
chanical event of elections is just the outer manifestation of a functioning 
democracy. Of course, there is a good reason for this: for the media, elec-
tions are potentially dramatic events and make a good story, which, for 
example, judicial reforms might not. But more important, elections consti-
tute the main legally sanctioned challenge to the government‘s position, 

and conversely the main legal chance for the opposition to gain power, or 
alternatively to expose to the world the democratic deficits of the country. 
Elections have hence been major determinants of Azerbaijan‘s political 

development.  
Azerbaijan achieved important progress in democratization in the late 

1990s. Significant legislative reform prepared the ground for elections, 
press censorship was abolished, and opposition media functioned, albeit 
with difficulty. The country developed an increasingly pluralistic political 
environment, and it is no exaggeration to argue that of the three Caucasian 
states, Azerbaijan had gone furthest toward developing a multiparty system 
with relatively stable political parties. These positive developments, to-
gether with the regime‘s responsiveness to international criticism and ad-
vice, generated hope for improvement in the conduct of elections as well. 
But such improvement would only come gradually, and with occasional 
setbacks. 

Ahead of the 1998 presidential election, both the OSCE and the opposi-
tion rejected the electoral law proposed by the government, and the opposi-
tion decided to boycott. In response to the OSCE‘s criticism and after di-
alogue with the opposition, Aliyev reformed the electoral law, among other 
things abolishing press censorship. These changes won the OSCE‘s ap-
proval, and several opposition candidates, including the Azerbaijani Na-
tional Independence Party‘s Etibar Mamedov, decided to run. But Müsavat, 
led by Isa Gambar, and Ali Kerimli‘s Azerbaijani Popular Front regarded 

the reforms as insufficient and stood by their choice not to participate. But 
Mamedov‘s decision to run wrecked the boycott, providing the vote with 

much-needed legitimacy, both internally and externally. 
In the 1998 election, Aliyev fell into a trap of his own making. Back in 

1993, convinced of his sky-high popularity, he had inserted a clause in the 
election law implying that a presidential election would be won in the first 
round only if the winner gathered more than two-thirds of the votes—not 
the usual 50 percent plus one. But as election day approached, it became 
clear to the presidential staff that Mamedov, by virtue of being the sole true 
opposition candidate, was resonating with a significant portion of the popu-
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lation. Mamedov was running a professional campaign, and large numbers 
of people were attending his rallies. This forced Aliyev, somewhat belated-
ly, to hit the campaign trail—something he had originally not considered 
necessary. The campaign was visibly hard on the seventy-six-year-old 
president, who went to the United States the following spring for coronary 
bypass surgery in a Cleveland hospital. Indeed, this episode is considered 
the time when Aliyev truly realized that he could hardly manage yet anoth-
er presidential campaign, and that he needed to begin to prepare his succes-
sion.  

On election day 1998, there is little doubt that Aliyev gathered far more 
votes than his main challenger. Official results gave Aliyev 76 percent of 
the vote, far ahead of Mamedov‘s 11 percent, thus averting a runoff. But 

international observers reported major irregularities both in the election 
process (such as ballot stuffing) and in the counting of votes.23 Independent 
assessments on election day indicated that Aliyev had indeed won, but had 
received ―only‖ 50 to 60 percent of the vote, with Mamedov‘s votes ex-
ceeding 25 percent. In any Western election, Aliyev‘s victory would have 

been considered a landslide. But though he likely would have won a runoff 
as well, holding one was out of the question, because it would have 
dimmed Aliyev‘s image as father of the nation. Therefore, his share of the 

vote had to be ―helped‖ across the two-thirds threshold by a sound margin.  
In retrospect, the effect of this electoral manipulation was the opposite of 

what was intended. It substantially weakened Aliyev‘s popularity and 

boosted the divided opposition. This was true especially for Etibar Mame-
dov and his National Independence Party, which hitherto had run signifi-
cantly behind Isa Gambar‘s Müsavat. On the other hand, the opposition 
parties that boycotted the election, especially the Popular Front and Müsa-
vat, grudgingly came to realize that sitting it out, which had been inter-
preted by large parts of the population as a sign of weakness, had been a 
mistake. 

In Azerbaijan, as in most postsocialist states, presidential and parliamen-
tary elections are widely different things. To begin with, the personality-
centered political culture of the Caucasus makes parliamentary elections far 
less of a focus; the presidentialism of the region‘s political systems only 

strengthens this tendency. For an incumbent, this can be dangerous: even if 
he easily wins a presidential election, parliamentary votes can develop into 
shows of popular dissatisfaction even where the population does not neces-
sarily hold the opposition in particularly high esteem. This was the case 
with the 2000 parliamentary elections, which were heralded as a great op-
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portunity to provide Azerbaijan with a truly representative legislature, 
bringing politics into Parliament from the streets.  

As had also been the case in 1998, concerns about the composition and 
functions of the Central Electoral Commission (CEC) were a major issue in 
2000. In May, Mazahir Panahov, the chairman of the physics department at 
Baku State University, was appointed the CEC‘s new chairman. Panahov 
was not associated with the Soviet-era nomenklatura, and his appointment 
was interpreted as a positive development. In June, after heavy internation-
al pressure, Parliament reformed the electoral law and adopted a new law 
on the CEC that gave the opposition the ability to block a quorum in the 
central, district, and precinct electoral commissions. After the opposition 
boycotted the CEC‘s first three meetings, incapacitating the body, Parlia-
ment revised the law in July to remove the opposition‘s de facto veto pow-
er, and to allow the ruling party to appoint commission chairmen at all 
levels. The OSCE and other international organizations nevertheless con-
cluded that the law provided ―a comprehensive legislative framework for 

the conduct of elections‖ and represented a significant improvement over 

the previous law.24 But the CEC initially rejected the applications of eight 
of thirteen parties that had intended to run candidates in the proportional 
elections (including Müsavat and the Azerbaijani National Independence 
Party) and half of the candidates in single-member constituencies. Aliyev 
eventually reversed the ban on the eight parties, but not on most rejected 
candidates in single-member constituencies.  

In an election plagued by numerous irregularities, the governing party 
declared victory, claiming more than 60 percent of the proportional vote 
and a sweep of the single-member constituencies. While the latter assertion 
was somewhat credible, given the advantages of local potentates in rural 
areas, the proportional results were not, given that in-country observers 
unanimously concluded that while the ruling party may have emerged with 
the greatest representation it had won far less than a majority. And while 
Müsavat clearly emerged as the largest opposition party, official results 
gave it less than 2 percent. But two small parties that most likely had drawn 
far fewer votes, Civil Solidarity and the Communists, as well as the rea-
sonably strong Popular Front, were declared to have surpassed the 6 per-
cent threshold for representation. While this outcome ingeniously brought 
two nominal opposition parties into Parliament, the results did not conform 
with the reality of voting patterns.25 Indeed, they differed so much as to be 
obviously implausible.  

The 2000 parliamentary elections taught several lessons. The most ob-
vious was that the population was politically apathetic. Hardly a third of 
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the electorate cast ballots, the claims of the CEC notwithstanding. (Indeed, 
the voter turnout figures were even more heavily doctored than the results.) 
Another intriguing finding was how poorly the elites in both the govern-
ment and the opposition gauged their respective parties‘ public support. For 

example, Müsavat chairman Isa Gambar repeatedly stated that his party 
had polled close to 50 percent—an implausibly high figure. Moreover, 
personal meetings with Gambar and his closest associates, even long after 
the elections, convinced the present author that the Müsavat leadership 
actually believed it had received about half the votes. Conversely, the ve-
hemence with which the government‘s representatives maintained that the 
ruling party had received a majority was equally indicative that the infor-
mation that had been sent up to the leadership from the grassroots was 
overly optimistic. With both the government and the main opposition par-
ty—each of which may have plausibly polled a quarter of the vote—

believing they commanded the support of half the country, the stage was 
set for an increasingly polarized and uncompromising political system as 
the succession to Aliyev approached and all eyes turned to the 2003 presi-
dential election. 

 
Society and Economics: A Changing Country 

 
The stability of the Aliyev era allowed Azerbaijan‘s society and economy 

to begin to integrate with the rest of the world. The end of hostilities, ma-
croeconomic stabilization programs, and foreign investments helped revive 
economic growth in 1996. In 1995, the economy had bottomed out around 
40 percent of 1989 production levels. Agricultural production began to 
increase again in 1996, with industrial production joining the upward trend 
in 1997. Gross domestic product, in free fall in the early 1990s, stabilized 
in 1996 and grew by 5.7 percent in 1997. Subsequently, Azerbaijan expe-
rienced a multiyear period of annual double-digit growth, with the only 
exception occurring in 1999, when the Russian economic crisis affected the 
country, albeit relatively mildly.26 Inflation rates stayed under 3 percent 
until 2004. This economic growth was focused in the oil industry, but 
spread to the rest of the economy as well. By 2000, economic stability 
began to yield results in terms of increased salaries and real incomes, and 
decreasing poverty rates. 

Aside from the economy, Azerbaijani society was now exposed to the 
world like never before. As is discussed in a later chapter, this new level of 
exposure widened economic and cultural gaps in society, especially be-
tween rural and urban areas. Particularly in Baku, this implied a widening 
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of the population‘s mental horizons from the narrow prism afforded by the 

Soviet monopoly on telecommunications and media. In Baku, middle-class 
youth now grew up in an environment where the cultures of Islam and the 
secular West both converged and clashed. Distinct subcultures mixing local 
and foreign influences emerged: a prominent example is the nationalistical-
ly and religiously minded rap music community that became very popular 
with the younger generation. Other, less benevolent influences, such as 
religious radicalism, criminal gangs, and drug abuse, also developed, 
though these generally remained contained. Azerbaijan irrevocably dis-
tanced itself from the Soviet era, which paradoxically had been deeply 
colored by tradition and Islamic values—sustained, ironically, by the very 
isolation Soviet communism had imposed on the land.  

Where Azerbaijani society was heading was less clear. The older genera-
tion had had to adjust to a totally different world whose functioning and 
principles they mostly failed to understand. As for young people, they were 
faced with determining their response to the changing times, choosing a 
way of life under the influence of the various forces seeking to seduce 
them—all at a time when contrasts were developing in society as never 
before. The younger generation‘s choices could manifest themselves in the 

growing and decidedly Western consumerism—with its attendant social 
mores—of the young Baku middle class, but also its direct opposite, the 
Islamic backlash to such changes that was strengthening within the exact 
same community. As in so many other areas, Turkey was an important 
influence, as it had dealt with similar challenges to collective and individu-
al identity since the 1930s, if not earlier.  

Under the surface of Azerbaijan‘s changing society and economy lurked 

the oft-repressed reality of Mountainous Karabakh. While not always 
talked about, it was always present, in the shape of the humiliation of de-
feat, frustration with the perceived double standards of the outside world, 
and the masses of refugees lingering in camps only a few hours from the 
lights of the capital or looking for work in the downtrodden industrial sub-
urbs. 

 
September 11: The Caucasus Moves West 

 
For Azerbaijan, like the rest of the world, things would never be the same 
after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Western leaders, particu-
larly those in Washington, now began to understand what Azerbaijanis in 
general and Aliyev‘s circle in particular had been arguing for years. The 
Caucasus was no longer merely an oil-rich backwater; it was a crucial 
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piece of real estate linking Europe (and thereby the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization) to the new theaters of conflict in Afghanistan and elsewhere 
in Central Asia. And more quickly than most, Heydar Aliyev grasped the 
importance of the events of September 11. On that very day, several advis-
ers urged patience, a wait-and-see approach that would allow Baku to 
gauge Russia‘s reaction. Aliyev dismissed such counsel, fully understand-
ing the magnitude of what had just happened. The only response that would 
do was to proclaim full and unequivocal support for the United States, and 
express Azerbaijan‘s readiness to support America with all the means at its 

disposal. So rapid was Aliyev‘s calculation that Azerbaijan was one of the 

first countries to extend a blanket offer of support to the United States. This 
strategy clearly paid off, leading to a waiver of section 907a of the Free-
dom Support Act of 1992 (which had prohibited direct assistance from the 
U.S. government to the government of Azerbaijan) in early 2002 and a 
much-upgraded security cooperation arrangement between Azerbaijan and 
the United States. 

But the changes in global politics and economics that followed indirectly 
from September 11 also altered Azerbaijan‘s position. For Azerbaijan, 

these changes were initially overwhelmingly positive; for the incumbent 
regime, mainly so. To begin with, the war in Afghanistan cemented Azer-
baijan‘s geopolitical importance—it is, after all, the only country bordering 
both Russia and Iran, and therefore is key to the establishment and main-
tenance of any west-to-east corridor to Central Asia. But the global war on 
terrorism—of which the Afghanistan war was a basic part—also increased 
Azerbaijan‘s strategic importance, in both tangible and intangible ways. It 

did so most tangibly through a new international appreciation of the energy 
resources of the country at a time of increasingly unstable oil markets. Less 
tangibly, Azerbaijan‘s symbolic value as a moderate, Western-looking, and 
potentially democratic Shia Muslim nation was a key asset to those in the 
West who understood it. Both of these factors heightened sensitivity to 
Azerbaijan‘s economic and security interests among the democracies of 

North America and the European Union. While this benefited the Azerbai-
jani people as well as their government, the sharpening focus on democra-
cy in the Muslim world prompted by the wars in Afghanistan and, later, 
Iraq constituted a challenge to the government. Of course, Western atten-
tion to the region would later falter. As progress in the U.S.-led war effort 
in Iraq ground to a halt between 2003 and 2007, the Americans‘ attention 

span in regard to the Caucasus shrank dramatically and had not returned as 
of 2009. But Heydar Aliyev would not live to see that. 
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Succession Politics  

From the late 1990s until 2003, succession was the buzzword in the Cauca-
sus. The sheer strength of personality that Eduard Shevardnadze and Hey-
dar Aliyev brought to bear in ensuring stability in their respective coun-
tries, and the patriarchal character of their rule, were considered so strong 
that it was widely believed that their demise might well result in instability 
or, even worse, civil war. The advanced age of the two presidents—

especially Aliyev, born in 1923, five years before Shevardnadze—made the 
question of succession particularly pressing. Discussions of succession 
scenarios intensified in late 1999 after the entourage of Russian president 
Boris Yeltsin skillfully engineered the designation of an almost unknown 
figure, Vladimir Putin, to succeed him as president, keep order, and ensure 
that the elite remained in place. The ―Putin model‖ was obviously worka-
ble, but it proved dangerous. Putin soon turned on the oligarchs who had 
brought him to power, eliminating them one by one. Shevardnadze, having 
unsuccessfully groomed a sequence of potential successors, more or less 
gave up as they all turned on him and went into opposition. Indeed, the 
troika that led Georgia‘s ―Rose Revolution‖ in 2003—Mikheil Saakashvili, 
Zurab Zhvania, and Nino Burjanadze—had all been, at one time or another, 
Shevardnadze‘s handpicked protégés.  

The question of the heir apparent therefore became a favorite subject 
around kitchen tables and in newspapers in Azerbaijan and beyond. Gradu-
ally all eyes focused on Ilham Aliyev, the president‘s son. While Ilham 

kept a generally low profile, he was increasingly derided by the opposition 
as a playboy and gambler, among other less-than-flattering appellations—a 
clear indication of the opposition‘s fear that he would be picked as his 

father‘s successor. 
Born in Baku in 1961, Ilham Aliyev lived in Moscow during his father‘s 

time in the Soviet government, and obtained a Ph.D. from the prestigious 
Moscow State Institute of International Relations, where he also taught for 
five years. Upon the breakup of the Soviet Union he briefly went into busi-
ness, then returned to Azerbaijan in 1994, a year after his father‘s come-
back. The same year, he was appointed vice president of the State Oil 
Company (SOCAR), and later promoted to first vice president. in 1995, he 
was elected to Parliament. As the 1990s drew to a close, Ilham seemed to 
be growing less wary of the spotlight. In 1997 he was chosen to head the 
Olympic Committee of Azerbaijan, an assignment he took seriously, infus-
ing funds into athletics by building sports complexes across Azerbaijan and 
supporting the development of athletes. His efforts paid off: with Ilham 
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cheering on site, Azerbaijani athletes won three gold medals at the 2000 
Sydney Olympics. True to the state broadcast media‘s unreformed style, 

Azerbaijani television crews focused their cameras on Ilham a lot more 
than on the athletes themselves. Nevertheless, the Olympic victories—

associated with Ilham‘s management of sports—generated considerable 
pride in the country and boosted his image as a successful manager, a 
―doer.‖  
 Meanwhile, Ilham continued to collect positions. In 1999 he was elected 
one of the five deputy chairmen of the ruling party, and was promoted to 
first deputy chairman in 2001. It was his smiling face that adorned most of 
the ruling party‘s campaign posters in the 2000 parliamentary elections, 

which carried the slogan YAP xalqdan Ilham alir. Literally, this meant 
―YAP [the ruling Yeni Azerbaijan Party] takes inspiration from the 

people,‖ given that ilham means ―inspiration‖ in Azerbaijani. Of course, 
the slogan also made clear to the population that Ilham was the designated 
successor. Ilham also made sure to build his international exposure and 
connections. Aside from his trips abroad on behalf of SOCAR, he headed 
Azerbaijan‘s delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe. Two years later, he was elected one of PACE‘s deputy chairmen. 

Ilham Aliyev was slowly but surely emerging as one of the country‘s lead-
ing politicians. 

 
The End of Heydar Aliyev’s Reign 

 
In spite of Ilham Aliyev‘s increasing prominence, doubts remained in the 

minds of both Azerbaijani and foreign observers as to whether he really 
was the designated successor. These doubts stemmed from several factors. 
The first was intraregime politics. As in any political system, the ruling 
party, the Yeni Azerbaijan Party (New Azerbaijan Party), included numer-
ous potential aspirants to the presidency. In fact, YAP was an odd coalition 
of forces whose main common denominator was a desire to retain power—
something that can be said about many political forces. By 2001, the party 
seemed increasingly split between the older, formerly Communist nomen-
klatura and a younger group of reformers. Ilham Aliyev was increasingly 
identified as the leader of the reforming wing, generating resistance and 
opposition from strong figures in the administration‘s ―old guard,‖ those 

figures whom Thomas Goltz called the ―crocodiles‖ in his 1998 book 

Azerbaijan Diary.
 

Most prominent among the ―crocodiles‖ was Jelal 

Aliyev, Ilham‘s uncle, who was a powerful figure in the old guard and 

reputedly controlled his own small band of racketeer militia. Second, there 
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was—and remains—no consensus that Ilham himself actually actively 
sought the office. Neither before nor after his election did he display the 
same urge for and love of power and politics that his father constantly ra-
diated. Observers close to Ilham Aliyev as president have spoken of his 
frustration with the incompetence and vested interests that, from the outset, 
he perceived as surrounding him and limiting his freedom of action. A third 
source of questions about Ilham‘s status was the concern that even if he got 
YAP squarely behind him, he would find it difficult to gain acceptance in 
Azerbaijan‘s political culture. 

Shortly before his eightieth birthday—on April 21, 2003—Heydar 
Aliyev addressed a crowd of 2,000 at Baku‘s military academy. In the 
middle of his speech, he suffered chest pain and subsequently collapsed in 
front of his horrified audience. Though he was back at work the next morn-
ing, it was clear that Aliyev was not well—and that he would not do much 
campaigning for the presidential election scheduled for October. He was 
flown to the Gülhane military hospital in Ankara, Turkey. From the Tur-
kish capital, he was transported by a medical plane dispatched by President 
Putin to a clinic in Cleveland, Ohio, where he had undergone bypass sur-
gery in 1999 and subsequently received yearly checkups. This cooperation 
between three of the four major players in Caucasian politics was an illu-
stration of the role they accorded to Aliyev, but also of the more coopera-
tive atmosphere that had developed in the late 1990s, but which was not to 
last. Heydar Aliyev personified stability in Azerbaijan, and no one wanted 
instability.  

Once he was in Cleveland, President Aliyev was diagnosed with conges-
tive heart failure and a kidney failure related to this condition. When he 
returned to Azerbaijan, it was to be laid to rest, on December 15, 2003. He 
had died three days earlier, in Cleveland. The Heydar Aliyev era in Azer-
baijani politics was over. 
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6 
Ilham Aliyev’s Azerbaijan 

 
 
 
 

An era ended when Heydar Aliyev took his leave from Azerbaijan in the 
summer of 2003. Small countries rarely produce such outsized leaders. 
Indeed, in Azerbaijan—as throughout the Caucasus—Aliyev loomed larger 
than life. This meant that the force of his personality dominated the country 
to the extent that other political personalities were prevented from develop-
ing. As Elin Suleymanov observed, the simultaneous departure from power 
of Aliyev and Georgian leader Eduard Shevardnadze meant the end of the 
―long‖ 1990s for the Caucasus—the decade that had brought the end of the 
Soviet Union, independence, war, and other tumultuous changes.1 By his 
training, experience, and age, Aliyev was quintessentially a product of the 
Cold War, beginning his career during World War II and subsequently 
rising to the top of the Soviet system. He was thus a master geopolitician, 
whose understanding of global politics remained razor sharp in spite of the 
fundamental changes that took place in the post–Cold War world. He was a 
chess player on a global scale, and achieved strategic wonders given the 
conditions that existed when he took power in an independent Azerbaijan. 
Domestically, he stabilized the country and brought it back to economic 
and political functioning. But if his understanding of international politics 
was first-rate even in the early twenty-first century, his view of domestic 
politics had not quite kept up with the major developments in the world. 
Indeed, the reactive and reluctant attitude toward demands for internal 
reform he exhibited during his rule showed that the norms governing do-
mestic politics in the world had changed considerably more than those 
governing international politics. Keeping up with that change was a chal-
lenge for Aliyev—exactly because his perspective went far beyond Azer-
baijan‘s domestic affairs. His passing brought to power a leader who, even 

though he was Aliyev‘s own son, had had very different formative expe-
riences, espoused a different worldview, and took very different approach-
es to being the nation‘s ruler. But he would also come to power at a time 

that coincided with the culmination of the West‘s power and influence in 

the post-Cold War world. Indeed, Ilham Aliyev‘s first term as president 

coincided with a rapid decline in the West‘s global power and prestige, 
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which had far-reaching implications for Azerbaijan. In a period running 
from the 2003 Iraq war to the 2008 global financial crisis, the West‘s do-
mination of world politics waned, while the power and influence of non-
Western and often authoritarian powers grew. This, coupled with the near-
disengagement of America and Europe from the South Caucasus, would 
weaken the gravitational pull that the West had previously exerted on 
Azerbaijan both in terms of geopolitics and political organization. 

 
A Transition Not Quite According to Plan  

 
With President Heydar Aliyev ailing in a Cleveland hospital, it was increa-
singly obvious that he would not be able to run for president in October 
2003. He had left Azerbaijan on August 6 to seek medical care in the Unit-
ed States, and would die there December 12 without ever seeing his homel-
and again. The ruling elite faced a distinct challenge on how to proceed. 
Aliyev appears to have planned to achieve reelection one last time, then 
gradually and peacefully transfer power to his son, Ilham. But this was no 
longer possible.  

 In contrast to earlier occasions, the Azerbaijani government had begun 
to develop the legal setting for elections more than a year ahead of the 
2003 presidential vote. The government worked with the OSCE, the Coun-
cil of Europe, and the International Foundation on Election Systems, lead-
ing to several improvements over earlier election laws. However, nongo-
vernmental organizations receiving foreign funding were prohibited from 
election monitoring, and, most important, the composition of the election 
commissions at the central, regional, and local levels remained under the 
control of the ruling Yeni Azerbaijan Party (YAP). Nevertheless, the coun-
try‘s three major opposition leaders—Isa Gambar, Ali Kerimli, and Etibar 
Mamedov—all got registered without problems, although the two main 
opposition figures in exile, former speaker of the Parliament and Azerbai-
jani Democratic Party chairman Rasul Guliyev and Soviet-era leader Ayaz 
Mutalibov, who apparently had not given up his ambition to return, were 
denied registration.  

 
We All Have Our Fathers: Ilham Aliyev’s Awkward Position 

 
On June 28, an ―initiative group‖ from Nakhichevan nominated Ilham 
Aliyev for president; YAP had nominated Heydar Aliyev.2 On August 4, 
Ilham was appointed prime minister, which made him first in the line of 
succession should his father not live to see the election. These two meas-
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ures are perhaps indicative of the controversy within YAP over Ilham‘s 

appointment, as there would hardly have been a need to name him prime 
minister otherwise. The campaign developed awkwardly, with Ilham 
Aliyev at pains to explain why he was a candidate against his ailing father, 
who finally pulled out of the race two weeks before the election, endorsing 
Ilham. 

The confusion in the governing bloc was a golden opportunity for the 
opposition parties, which had eagerly awaited this chance finally to come 
to power. The situation could hardly have been better for them: there was 
an unwell president, obvious confusion, and political machinations within a 
divided governing bloc. But the opposition proved unable to capitalize on 
this tactical advantage.  

Four leaders were in a position to pose a serious challenge to the incum-
bent administration: Etibar Mamedov, of the Azerbaijani National Inde-
pendence Party (ANIP); Ali Kerimli, of the Azerbaijani Popular Front 
(APF); Isa Gambar, of Müsavat; and Rasul Guliyev, of the Azerbaijani 
Democratic Party (ADP). All of these parties had existed for a considerable 
time, had well-known leaders with high name recognition, and shared a 
general center-right political profile, a pro-Western foreign policy, and a 
stated adherence to liberal democratic values. Their histories were never-
theless different: the Popular Front and Müsavat had shared power during 
Elçibey‘s rule, while Guliyev‘s ADP had begun as a splinter group from 

the governing bloc after a falling-out in 1996 between Aliyev and Guliyev 
while Guliyev was speaker of the Parliament. As for Mamedov, his ANIP 
had been in opposition to every Azerbaijani government since indepen-
dence.  

Finding a unity candidate became the opposition‘s priority. The past had 

showed that the opposition‘s lack of unity was its main liability, something 
that Aliyev had masterfully used by playing one opposition leader against 
another. A decade of political sclerosis among the opposition parties had, 
in combination with public distaste for their internal bickering, gravely 
damaged the opposition‘s credibility as an alternative to the Aliyev regime, 
and created a sense, even in friendly Western circles, that little could be 
done to help it. During the summer of 2003, Kerimli proposed to resume 
deadlocked talks on a unity candidate, even offering to step down in favor 
of a consensus nominee. The four made a much-publicized trip to London 
for negotiations, but failed to come to an agreement. Kerimli then withdrew 
and publicly endorsed Mamedov, realizing that doing so would build his 
own long-term legitimacy. Intense discussions followed between Mamedov 
and Gambar, the opposition leader with the strongest public following at 
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the time. A deal was struck only days before the election whereby Mame-
dov would endorse Gambar in exchange for the post of prime minister 
should Gambar be elected. Yet for unknown reasons, Gambar reneged on 
the deal at the last minute, choosing instead to offer the same arrangement 
to Guliyev. This move was a bad fit with Gambar‘s image of honesty and 
anticorruption platform, given that Guliyev was well known for having 
been accused of siphoning huge sums from the sale of oil from state-owned 
refineries in the early 1990s. Therefore, no unity candidate materialized, 
and the opposition entered the election with both Gambar and Mamedov on 
the ballot.  

In the election campaign, local authorities created constant obstacles to 
opposition campaigning—breaking up rallies, intimidating local party 
branches, denying permission or venues for rallies, and preventing opposi-
tion members from traveling. Moreover, media coverage was highly 
slanted toward the ruling party.  

Official figures released late on election day, October 15, gave Ilham 
Aliyev 76 percent of the vote, with Gambar taking only 14 percent, a result 
fervently contested by the opposition. International observers recorded 
numerous irregularities during elections procedures, especially the count-
ing and tabulation of votes, but the most concern was expressed over the 
level of intimidation and unequal conditions for candidates during the 
campaign. 

The election was problematic enough, but the real damage was done by 
postelection violence and the numerous arrests and instances of intimida-
tion of opposition activists that followed. When the opposition refused to 
recognize the election results, about 5,000 of the most radical members of 
Müsavat and ADP clashed with government forces during unauthorized 
rallies. Scores were injured on both sides, and there was at least one fatali-
ty. Police used tear gas to disperse crowds that raged on to break shop and 
car windows. In the government crackdown, Gambar was put under house 
arrest and his deputies were detained. 

As in 2000, both Aliyev‘s and Gambar‘s entourages were genuinely 

convinced their candidate had won. In the Georgian parliamentary elec-
tions two weeks later, parallel vote tabulation and exit polls quickly 
showed the divergence between the official results and reality, but no such 
tabulations were conducted in Azerbaijan. The U.S. Embassy concluded 
that widespread fraud had taken place, and that this put the legitimacy of 
the election in doubt.3 Most available information suggests that Aliyev 
really did receive the largest number of votes, though less than the official 
results. But there was little way of knowing whether this was indeed the 
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case or whether massive fraud had been committed. Ilham Aliyev was duly 
inaugurated, but the violence surrounding the election would remain a 
bitter aftertaste for the new president. The disturbances and their harsh 
suppression fed into the preconceived image of him presented by the West-
ern media—and fueled by the Azerbaijani opposition—emphasizing the 
―dynastic‖ elements of the succession and his father‘s KGB background.  

Thus, the stereotype that Ilham Aliyev most wanted to avoid was being 
strengthened—though perhaps unfairly so. Indeed, while his accession to 
power was the result of a carefully prepared if somewhat hurried plan, it 
was in retrospect no different from how Vladimir Putin had gained power 
in Russia in 1999. Putin was handpicked by Boris Yeltsin‘s entourage, 

installed as prime minister, made de facto ruler when Yeltsin resigned, and 
backed as the representative of the ―party of power‖ in an election that he 

probably did win, but which failed to meet international standards. That is 
almost exactly the sequence that made Ilham Aliyev president of Azerbai-
jan. Yet the Yeltsin-Putin transfer of power received little of the kind of 
Western criticism that was directed at the Aliyev succession, even though 
Putin already had the blood of thousands of Chechens on his hands. The 
only difference between the two successions, of course, was that Ilham 
Aliyev was Heydar Aliyev‘s son. 

 
Azerbaijan and Georgia, Fall 2003: An Unhelpful Comparison 

 
One reason for the West‘s relatively harsh criticism of the transfer of pow-
er in Azerbaijan may have been the contrast between developments in 
Azerbaijan and the Georgian succession, which happened only days later.  

The first and foremost difference between the two countries was the de-
gree of opposition unity. Although the three Georgian opposition leaders 
were known for their internal rivalries, they managed to form an alliance in 
good time before the elections. This fact was crucial in generating a critical 
mass of public support for the opposition. Georgian opposition leaders, 
moreover, were characterized by dynamism, enthusiasm, and a sense of 
public expectation. They articulated a clear vision of Georgia as a modern 
democratic state moving toward European institutions and battling corrup-
tion, and Mikheil Saakashvili had his experience as mayor of Tbilisi to 
back up his claim that he could run the country if elected. By comparison, 
Azerbaijan‘s opposition parties had failed to present concrete, coherent 

party platforms in terms of either domestic or foreign policy, and thus 
failed to make a credible case that they could do a better job than the in-
cumbent government. Their failure to join forces led to disappointment so 
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acute that it was not rare to come across pro-opposition supporters who had 
decided to vote for Aliyev as a result of this debacle.4  

Second, in organizational and financial terms, the Azerbaijani state was 
considerably stronger than its Georgian counterpart, a result of the financial 
capacity generated by oil revenues. In spite of its shortcomings, the Azer-
baijani government did provide a minimum level of public goods to the 
population, including improvements in civil servants‘ salaries, road con-
struction, and energy provision. Conversely, the Georgian government had 
abdicated most responsibilities of a state, failing to exert control over the 
country‘s territory and its own bureaucracy.  

Third, civil society and independent media were significantly more re-
stricted in Azerbaijan. The Georgian opposition was able to form a youth 
movement, ―Kmara!,‖ modeled on the Serbian Otpor! movement that 
brought down Slobodan Milošević in 2000, something that never devel-
oped in Azerbaijan because civil society was too weak. Georgia also had 
independent television stations such as Rustavi-2, which broadcast the 
opposition‘s viewpoints, it‘s message to reach the population at large.  

 As a consequence of these factors, the international community‘s atti-
tude diverged toward the two countries. In Georgia, the contrast between a 
united opposition and a collapsing state made the prospect of regime 
change both real and desirable. As Charles Fairbanks concluded, ―the U.S. 

was in the throes of its most consistent and serious attempt ever in a ex-
Soviet republic to secure free and fair balloting and ensure the effectuality 
of the people‘s verdict,‖

5 and huge amounts of aid poured into parallel vote 
tabulation, exit polls, and support for civil society groups. But in Azerbai-
jan, the significant efforts spent to get the Azerbaijani opposition to unite 
failed, dampening international interest and leading to a much smaller in-
ternational electoral observation mission than in Georgia.  

Why the discrepancy in international interest? Oil is often stressed as the 
reason, particularly by frustrated Azerbaijani opposition members, who 
accuse the West of betraying their righteous cause. While Western eco-
nomic interests may have played a role, that is an insufficient explanation. 
The international community acted in Georgia based on a conviction that 
the country‘s stability and development could only be secured through 
support for democratic elections. In Azerbaijan, the opportunity was 
dashed by internal squabbles that damaged the opposition‘s external and 
domestic legitimacy. Conversely, the government‘s position was strong 

and civil society was weak, making support for the type of measures taken 
in Georgia both less attractive and less feasible. Finally, cultural factors—
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mainly Georgia‘s Christian religion—may have generated greater Western 
interest in Georgia than in Azerbaijan.  

 
Setting Up Shop: Change and Continuity 

 
Once in power, Ilham Aliyev faced a distinct dilemma. He was president 
and formally had supreme powers, given Azerbaijan‘s hyperpresidential 

form of government. But as is discussed in chapter 8, power in Azerbaijan 
derives not from formal positions but from a host of informal factors in-
cluding economic, regional, and kinship ties.  

 
The Perils of Being a Designated Successor 

 
As a designated successor, Ilham Aliyev was unable to craft an indepen-
dent platform. Given the traditional values that dominate Azerbaijani socie-
ty, it would have been unthinkable for him to distance himself from his 
own father, or to advocate policies that differed significantly or involved 
widespread change. Such conduct would have been considered disloyal, 
while also unsettling to the ruling elite. Instead, it was Heydar Aliyev who 
implicitly delivered the message of change from his Cleveland hospital 
bed. In a letter endorsing Ilham, he called his son a man of ―high intellect, 

pragmatic thinking, and a fine understanding of contemporary world poli-
tics and economics.‖

6  
With no team of his own, Ilham Aliyev was forced to rely on his father‘s 

cabinet, composed mainly of men from another generation, and whose 
loyalty had been to his father personally rather than to the office of the 
presidency. These power brokers were entrenched, with their own fiefdoms 
and interests; their loyalty to Ilham could not be taken for granted. Further, 
Ilham‘s youth (he was 41 when elected president) implied that he com-
manded little natural authority with his cabinet. The veneration of age is a 
traditional Azerbaijani value, and the equation of age with authority per-
meates society. In extended families in Azerbaijan, powerful but younger 
individuals are often treated almost like children by the older generation. 
Hence, Ilham commanded little natural authority among the firmly rooted 
septuagenarians in his entourage, and had to build his own personal author-
ity gradually and meticulously. Ilham did possess several advantages. First 
of all, internal stability was not a major problem. The monopoly over the 
use of force was never in question, as the ―power ministries‖ were all under 

firm government control and no active paramilitary groups existed. This 
represented a world of difference from the situation in 1993. Moreover, 
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Azerbaijan had secured its independence and achieved a place for itself in 
international politics. Except for the usual jockeying among regional pow-
ers, Azerbaijan faced no acute foreign policy challenges. September 11 and 
the Iraq war controversy were in the past, and Azerbaijan had decisively 
taken America‘s side on both occasions. In addition, Ilham had gained 
power just as serious oil revenues were about to begin accruing, with con-
struction having begun in late 2002 of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, 
which connected Baku with the Turkish Mediterranean port of Ceyhan. In 
other words, the Russian-orchestrated distractions that would take up so 
much of President Saakashvili‘s time in Georgia were of less concern to 
Ilham Aliyev.  

Because Ilham had been unable to define his own political profile, his 
aims, goals, tactics, and methods were unknown—and his political acumen 
was underestimated. His opponents maligned him, the foreign media ridi-
culed him, and many of his older cabinet members looked at him as an 
upstart. But as much as these issues were liabilities, Ilham may have seen 
them as assets in consolidating power and building his own base. 

Publicly, Ilham consistently pledged continuity with his father‘s legacy, 

highlighting its obvious successes such as domestic stability, oil revenues, 
and foreign policy advances. But he also appeared deeply aware of the 
structural problems in the Azerbaijani state machinery, and of the need to 
adapt the country to contemporary economic realities. Here was one major 
difference between Heydar and Ilham: a younger man, Ilham was com-
pelled to think in the long term. He thus had a much stronger incentive to 
reform Azerbaijan into a country where the people were satisfied and he 
remained reasonably popular. Therefore, Ilham saw Azerbaijan‘s future 

through an economic prism. When asked about his top priorities for Azer-
baijan, without hesitation he would cite the need to make Azerbaijan ―a 

normal country,‖ where people‘s living standards improved and laws were 

observed.7 
Ilham was well aware that the economy was his greatest asset. During 

the 2003 electoral campaign, he once observed that governments that pre-
side over seven consecutive years of double-digit growth in gross domestic 
product (GDP) usually win elections. The impending completion of the 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline and increasing oil prices ensured that once 
Ilham was in power, he would be able to use the inflow of revenue to im-
prove Azerbaijan‘s economy. With the rise in oil prices that lasted into 

2008, billions of dollars accumulated in the state oil fund. The situation put 
Ilham in the happy position of having to figure out how best to direct the 
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flow of money, which was amounting to more than US$10 billion per year 
by late in the decade.  

From the outset, Ilham made clear that the government was going to use 
the oil fund to finance infrastructure development, develop housing and 
improve living conditions for refugees from the conflict in Mountainous 
Karabakh, and transfer monies to the state budget to raise salaries and im-
prove government functioning in general. In 2006, expenditures from the 
oil fund actually exceeded revenues. Of course, with the world‘s highest 

rate of GDP growth from 2006 to 2009 (reaching 30 percent in 2007), the 
means existed for increased expenditures. By raising living standards and 
laying the groundwork for a prosperous Azerbaijan, Ilham made his plan 
for Azerbaijan‘s social contract obvious: make the people happy, and stay 

in power. 
 

Earning Reformist Credentials 

 
The major challenge for Ilham Aliyev‘s presidency would be the managing 

of oil wealth. Would it be squandered on short-term projects, as had oc-
curred in so many other oil-producing countries? Or would it be used to 
sustain lasting growth, particularly in the non-oil sector? As is discussed in 
chapter 9, large inflows of cash provide many opportunities, but at least as 
many challenges. The oil industry produces only a handful of jobs, but 
creates large income gaps and inequalities. Hence, the way funds would be 
used was crucial, especially given Azerbaijan‘s narrow window of oppor-
tunity: dozens of billions of dollars would flow into the economy in a short 
time, but failing new major discoveries, the flow was expected to decrease 
at some point between 2015 and 2020. Ilham Aliyev‘s presidency therefore 

would determine the economy and politics of Azerbaijan for the period 
after the era of Big Oil. 

This circumstance made the questions surrounding Ilham Aliyev‘s presi-
dency all the more important. Would he be a progressive leader in charge 
of a state on the reform track, or a weak leader succumbing to the narrow 
self-interests of oligarchs and clans? The answer to that question would 
largely determine the condition of Azerbaijan twenty years hence. While 
history would be the judge, the picture that emerged from the young presi-
dent‘s first term in office (2003–8) was that of a determined but cautious 
leader. 

In 2003, Ilham Aliyev‘s main task was to consolidate power vis-à-vis his 
father‘s old guard. In the immediate aftermath of his election, they were 
too powerful to be fired either collectively or individually. To supplant the 
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old guard, Ilham had to have a replacement for a system that actually 
worked, in spite of all its flaws and corruption. It kept the president in 
power, and the country in order. He began by slowly building a support 
base of his own among newly appointed, young, and often reform-minded 
officials, and by circumventing structures not considered loyal—creating 
and empowering parallel ones rather than reforming old ones. In this sense, 
reform and the consolidation of power became mutually reinforcing goals. 
This shift was quickly discerned among the old guard, and as a result, overt 
tensions among the ruling elite emerged, which intermittently reached the 
public through media outlets used by various members of the elite to attack 
one another.  

In a tightly knit political system, cadre policies become the most obvious 
external sign of change. And in changing official personnel at the highest 
levels, Ilham moved at an excruciatingly slow pace, taking months to ap-
point his first new minister. Cadre changes centered first on personnel 
changes on the second tier (at the deputy minister level); later, the focus 
shifted higher, to a few ministers without strong clan links or economic 
bases of their own. Notable among the young deputy ministers President 
Aliyev appointed was a U.S.-educated lawyer, Mikayil Jabbarov, who 
formerly had run the foreign investment foundation. Jabbarov was ap-
pointed deputy minister for economic development under the oligarch mi-
nister, Farhad Aliyev (unrelated to Ilham). At the ministerial level, the 
president started with two weak ministries with high visibility: Foreign 
Affairs and Communications and Information Technologies. He acted most 
forcefully in bringing changes to the derelict Foreign Ministry, appointing 
a dynamic career diplomat, Elmar Mamedyarov, to the top post, but also by 
putting Vagif Sadihov, a former ambassador to Austria and well-respected 
technocrat, in charge of personnel and the day-to-day affairs of the minis-
try.8 Ilham‘s new minister of communications and information technolo-
gies, Ali Abbasov, replaced Nadir Ahmadov, a member of the old guard 
known for running one of the most inefficient, corrupt, and red tape–

plagued ministries in the government. The next to go was the minister of 
national security, Namik Abbasov, another old-guard stalwart who was 
replaced by a young Aliyev loyalist, Eldar Mahmudov, significantly with-
out a past in the KGB. Following the 2005 parliamentary elections, Presi-
dent Aliyev reshuffled a dozen of provincial representatives of the central 
government, known as executive committee heads. These appointees were 
the main power base of the head of the presidential administration and 
informal leader of the old guard, Ramiz Mehdiyev.  
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Other changes in late 2005 and early 2006 confirm the picture of gradual 
reform that brought in younger, professional people and ousted the more 
corrupt members of the old guard. In November, following accusations of 
collusion with opposition member Rasul Guliyev and plans to foment a 
coup, Minister of the Economy Farhad Aliyev was fired and arrested, as 
was Minister of Health Ali Insanov. Insanov‘s removal was the most sur-
prising: his official post was of little relevance, but he was thought to be 
practically untouchable, given that he was the much-reviled and much-
feared head of the Yeraz clan. Indeed, the 2005 parliamentary elections 
coincided with the main change in the power balance during Ilham‘s first 

term: the fall from grace, and power, of the old-guard leadership of the 
Yeraz clan, with roots in what is now Armenia, which constituted the 
second most powerful group in the Heydar Aliyev administrations behind 
the Nakhichevanis. 

Aside from Insanov, the main loser was Speaker of Parliament Murtuz 
Aleskerov. His own constituency had been among the most controversial in 
the elections—he lost the seat according to exit polls—and Aleskerov 
failed to be reelected to the post of speaker in spite of the ruling party‘s 

continued control over Parliament. Instead, three young officials with close 
ties to the business community took over the post of speaker and deputy 
speakers of Parliament. In addition, the Ministry of Energy and Industry 
was strengthened at the expense of the dysfunctional state oil company.  

All these cadre changes show a distinct pattern: slow but gradual 
changes of personnel that in practically all cases removed old-guard figures 
and replaced them with younger ones, predominantly individuals from the 
business community with managerial experience. The problem was not the 
direction of change, but its slow pace. Indeed, following the reshuffles of 
2005–6, the pace slowed further. This may have resulted from shifts in the 
ruling elite caused by the purge of the Yeraz clan, which made Aliyev 
increasingly dependent on the elite‘s Nakhichevani core. But Foreign rela-
tions are likely to have played a key role. In fact, the most striking trend 
during Ilham Aliyev‘s first term was the weakening of the West and the 

concomitant strengthening of Russia in the region. This trend was highly 
visible since 2005, culminating with the Russian invasion of Georgia in 
August 2008, and created an environment decidedly unfriendly to reform. 
In fact, it is generally accepted that Western assistance and support—not 
least promises of membership in NATO and the EU—made possible the 
speedy democratic transitions in Central and Eastern Europe in the 1990s.  
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That carrot had never been present in the Caucasus, but western presence 
remained a powerful force for reform. When Western presence receded and 
Russia‘s influence grew in the past decade, this affected domestic politics 
in countries such as Azerbaijan powerfully. The forces defending the status 
quo were strengthened, while the reformists were increasingly isolated.  

Elements of Aliyev‘s foreign relations display the same mixture of inde-
pendence and caution. Even though he faced few crises and challenges in 
his first years as president, his response to Ukraine‘s ―Orange Revolution‖ 

of late 2004 testifies to the precarious balance Baku sought to maintain. 
Through the regional association GUAM (for Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbai-
jan, Moldova), the Azerbaijani government had developed close ties in the 
1990s to the government of Ukrainian president Leonid Kuchma, who had 
first been elected in 1994. Aliyev came under heavy Russian pressure to 
support the tainted victory of Kuchma‘s designated successor, Viktor Ya-
nukovich, and to congratulate the latter on the occasion—all as part of the 
Kremlin‘s fevered effort to legitimize the stolen election. Moscow ma-
naged to convince the presidents of the Central Asian republics to do so, as 
well as Armenian president Robert Kocharyan, much to the latter‘s embar-
rassment when the election was rerun and Viktor Yushchenko won power. 
Yet in spite of both Russian pressure and sentiment within his own gov-
ernment, which feared that the Orange Revolution would create a precedent 
for the upcoming Azerbaijani elections less than a year later, Aliyev re-
fused to go along. Instead, he waited out the crisis and thereby improved 
his international credibility, also gaining goodwill with the new Yushchen-
ko administration in Ukraine.  

In general, Ilham Aliyev sought to build on his father‘s accomplishment 

of making Azerbaijan the only truly independent state in the South Cauca-
sus. Armenia was dependent on Russia, and Georgia on the United States, 
but Azerbaijan managed to make itself a country that maintained indepen-
dence in the formulation of its foreign policy. Despite Washington‘s cold 

shoulder after his controversial election, Ilham and his government were 
nevertheless cautious enough not to succumb to the charm offensive 
launched by Vladimir Putin‘s government to seduce Baku into a closer 
alliance with Russia. In 2009, when Turkey‘s Justice and Development 

Party government changed the regional balance by normalizing relations 
with Armenia without taking Azerbaijan‘s interests into consideration, 

Aliyev again refrained from allowing Russian courting to sway him from 
his course.  
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The 2005 Parliamentary Elections: Politics Turn Local 

 
Azerbaijan‘s 2005 parliamentary elections followed the series of ―color 

revolutions‖ in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan. Flawed elections had 
catalyzed peaceful and orderly popular uprisings in the Georgian and 
Ukrainian cases that brought regime change, but in Kyrgyzstan the out-
come had been a successful coup. All three actions led to the demise of 
unpopular and corrupt regimes. Meanwhile, Azerbaijan‘s strategic value to 

the West had increased, due not only to the country‘s significant oil re-
sources but to its role in the international antiterrorist coalition, as the 
West‘s strategic access route to Afghanistan and the states of Central Asia. 
While this was to the benefit of Ilham Aliyev‘s government, the George W. 

Bush administration‘s increased emphasis on democratization in the greater 
Middle East was not. Indeed, Azerbaijan‘s geopolitical importance and 

energy resources became as much a liability as an asset, since Azerbaijan 
came to be seen as a test case for the so-called Bush doctrine: would Wash-
ington stick to its principles in case of a fraudulent election, or stand by a 
strategic though authoritarian ally? Accusations of the Bush administra-
tion‘s chummy relations with Big Oil directed additional attention to the 
issue. As a result, the U.S. administration took on a much more active role 
in Azerbaijan‘s electoral politics than on earlier occasions. There was sig-
nificant media interest, with Baku crowded by reporters hungry for a new 
revolution.  

But no Western support for regime change was forthcoming. The West‘s 

diffidence was built on the sound premise that Azerbaijan differed strongly 
from Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan, three states with numerous com-
monalities. All three had had widely unpopular governments whose leaders 
had lost most of their legitimacy, with economic stagnation creating broad 
dissatisfaction. Moreover, the opposition was united in all three states, led 
by former high-level government officials who were well known and res-
pected. Law enforcement structures were demoralized, refusing to inter-
vene to uphold the incumbent regime in the face of public protests. Finally, 
especially in Georgia and Ukraine, the opposition was organized and en-
joyed strong external support.  

Azerbaijan met none of these criteria. Curiously, the Azerbaijani opposi-
tion failed to understand what had caused the color revolutions to succeed. 
Kerimli and Gambar once again allied with the notorious Guliyev; moreo-
ver, they tended to focus more attention on the Western powers and on talk 
of revolution than on the electoral campaign. The opposition‘s decision to 

feature the color orange in its demonstrations was symptomatic of this. In 
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October 2005, Kerimli said in no uncertain terms that the opposition‘s aim 

was to emulate Ukraine and achieve peaceful regime change.9  
On the other hand, sensitive to the impact of Ukraine‘s Orange Revolu-

tion and the increasingly strong U.S. emphasis on democracy, the Azerbai-
jani government realized the need to speed up the reform process and en-
sure a greater degree of Western acceptance of the parliamentary elections. 
Aliyev appeared to understand that a more inclusive political system would 
reduce the risk of a color revolution. Given Azerbaijan‘s economic perfor-
mance and his own popularity, he had reason to be confident that a gradual 
political liberalization would not seriously threaten his position in power. 
In the popular view, he actually succeeded in portraying himself as a re-
formist figure hindered by the old guard. The number of ordinary citizens 
expressing this perception of Azerbaijan‘s politics was surprisingly high. 

Wiser for his 2003 experience, Aliyev also understood the importance of 
elections to foreign relations. In an October 2005 interview, he stressed that 
Azerbaijan‘s integration into Europe would depend primarily on his coun-
try‘s own performance.

10 Hence, in two decrees (one issued as early as 
May 2005) and several public speeches, Aliyev held out a commitment to 
democratic improvements in the electoral process, in effect putting his 
personal credibility at stake.  

Of the many demands made by international organizations, many were 
adopted, though some only at the last minute. This time, practically all 
candidates were easily registered, including Rasul Guliyev and Ayaz Muta-
libov. The government also observed provisions on granting candidates 
airtime on public television, and improved voter registration lists. The 
government eventually accepted the inking of voters‘ fingers, and lifted the 

ban on foreign-funded NGOs‘ observation of the elections. But the compo-
sition of electoral commissions remained the same, empowering the gov-
ernment to override all opposition in the Central Electoral Commission—a 
sizable obstacle to free elections. Moreover, in spite of the president‘s ex-
ecutive orders, local executive bodies continued their pattern of interfe-
rence in the campaign, going unpunished until election day. The level of 
tolerance toward unauthorized demonstrations also remained very low.  

The election marked a significant change in the way political forces af-
fected its conduct. The balloting itself was orderly; there was little evi-
dence of endemic Soviet practices such as ballot stuffing, voter intimida-
tion, multiple and carousel voting, and inflated turnout figures. Exit polls, 
conducted for the first time, covered about half of the 125 single-mandate 
districts. In over 80 percent of districts surveyed, official results concurred 
with those of an exit poll sponsored by the U.S. Agency for International 
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Development. Results in nine districts (including speaker Aleskerov‘s) 

showed substantial divergences from exit polling.  
The counting and tabulation of votes remained very problematic. The 

electoral administration system suffered from being managed by elderly 
school officials, an arrangement dating back to Soviet times. Since the 
Communist era, these officials had been tasked with delivering suitable 
outcomes in elections, creating a familiar but not particularly neutral at-
mosphere for election administration—a cultural impediment that only a 
generational change or a total reform of the electoral administration could 
possibly overcome. Indeed, the vote count was at the center of international 
criticism, as the international observer mission found that the elections ―did 

not meet a number of OSCE commitments and Council of Europe stan-
dards and commitments for democratic elections.‖

11  
The government moved fairly quickly to address some of the most press-

ing concerns voiced by the international observer mission. In a televised 
address the day after the election, President Aliyev acknowledged that 
irregularities had taken place, in particular the interference of local execu-
tive bodies with the electoral process. He pledged to investigate allegations 
of fraud, to cancel results if necessary, and to hold officials accountable. 
The government then invalidated the results in numerous districts. Reruns 
were announced; they would be held in ten districts in May 2006. A few 
days after the election, two executive committee heads and several functio-
naries were fired and subsequently detained on charges of electoral fraud, 
as were several more in the weeks after the election. This marked a wa-
tershed in Azerbaijani politics and ended the climate of impunity for elec-
tion fraud that previously had been pervasive.  

If Ilham Aliyev wanted the elections to receive a passing grade from in-
ternational observes, why the debacle on election night? The answer is that, 
in an indication of the complexities of Azerbaijan‘s political climate, the 

2005 elections were not simply a struggle between government and opposi-
tion. Candidates who were aligned with different interest groups within the 
ruling elite—as well as different opposition blocs—faced off in many dis-
tricts. On numerous occasions, independent candidates aligned with one or 
another government figure won races against the ruling party‘s official 

candidate. The most illustrative example is that of Elmira Akhundova, who 
was Heydar Aliyev‘s official biographer, a fact that made her government 

credentials impeccable. Akhundova won the race in District 71 in Masalli, 
near the Iranian border, with 29 percent of the vote. But more important, 
she did so running against not one but two candidates who represented the 
ruling party, Ali Azizov and Mirbaba Shukurov. These candidates, in turn, 
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alleged fraud in a race that essentially had pitted three pro-government 
candidates against one another.  

This example illustrates the multiple splits within the ruling elite, and 
underscores that the fundamental dividing line that is often assumed to 
exist in Azerbaijani politics—that of the government versus the opposition 
parties—is so oversimplified as to be a caricature. Indeed, splits between 
various forces in the government are often more important to an under-
standing of Azerbaijani politics than the traditional government-opposition 
split. Indeed, opposition politician Asim Mollazade has pointedly referred 
to Azerbaijani politics as ―Jurassic Park‖: dinosaurs in both the government 

and opposition camps prevent the rise of younger, modern figures—again 
in both camps. 

This has two important implications. First, fraud in an election may ori-
ginate either at the central or the local level. Fraud that favors a local can-
didate may emanate not from the central government but from the local 
authorities and power-brokers.12 This possibility would shed light on the 
president‘s decision to fire and punish some local officials involved in 

electoral fraud. Against this background, it may have been more than a way 
of sacrificing lower-level officials in order to respond to Western pres-
sures; it may have constituted punishment of insubordination.  

Ilham Aliyev‘s reforms should be seen in the light of a complex political 

environment where cross-cutting linkages of an ideological, regional, and 
economic nature create a web of interactions that makes running the coun-
try and implementing reforms of any kind a challenge, including democrat-
ic reform of the electoral system. In fact, the gradual liberalization of the 
political system in the country also decentralized authority and appears to 
have made the presidential office less rather than more able to control the 
electoral process, at least in local and parliamentary elections that, as in 
British and American legislative races, are based on the first-past-the-post 
system. During Heydar Aliyev‘s rule, power was strongly centralized and 

deviations from central policies were swiftly punished. Under Ilham 
Aliyev‘s government, ultimate power remained with the president, as indi-
cated by his firing and arrest of some highly influential ministers in 2005. 
But that said, power nonetheless became more decentralized. Hence, in-
fluential figures within the ruling elite and local potentates benefited from 
the increasingly liberal atmosphere, in that it enabled them to seek to influ-
ence elections for their own narrow goals, irrespective of and sometimes in 
conflict with the objectives of the president. Competition and struggles 
within the governing elite were hence an important element of Azerbaijan‘s 
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political situation, and arguably played a larger role than the government-
opposition split in the country‘s political life. 

This, of course, is a reality that the international media failed to take into 
account. Rather, their coverage, especially during election cycles, was 
based on the assumption that Ilham Aliyev and his government were illegi-
timate by virtue of being the government, and that the opposition was vir-
tuous and democratic simply by virtue of being the opposition. An Asso-
ciated Press story of November 10, 2005, seems to have let this sentiment 
creep into the headline: ―Protest in Azerbaijan Disappoints.‖ In the text of 

the story, it was further noted that the demonstrations did not lead to ―an 

unstoppable momentum.‖
13  

 
Toward Consolidation of a ―Hybrid Regime‖ 

 
Ilham Aliyev‘s image on the international scene had begun to change by 

2006. Emissaries from most Western countries were bringing back surpris-
ing news to their governments: the media depiction did not do justice to the 
well-spoken, articulate, and knowledgeable leader with an obvious under-
standing of Western economic and political principles. Aliyev became an 
increasingly frequent visitor to Western capitals, making his first official 
visit to Washington in spring 2006. Azerbaijan also signed various memo-
randa on cooperation with the European Union, both in the energy sphere 
and in broader contexts, most notably joining the Eastern Partnership, an 
EU initiative launched in 2008 to improve multilateral relations with for-
mer Soviet republics within continental Europe, in May 2009.  

Yet by the end of Ilham Aliyev‘s first term, Azerbaijan‘s political sys-
tem remained governed by informal networks, codes, structures, and rules. 
The changes necessary for the country to combat corruption and build the 
rule of law and a modern economy—i.e., changes to the very nature of the 
country‘s political system—had yet to come. Rather, from 2006 to 2009 the 
government was fully occupied with coping with the energy windfall in-
come that had made Azerbaijan‘s economy the world‘s fastest growing for 

four years in a row. Indeed, it is well proven that rapid economic growth is 
a strong disincentive to reform. For instance, former Russian prime minis-
ter Yegor Gaidar was once quoted as saying that reform in Russia would 
only take place if oil stayed below $25 per barrel. Oil windfalls also made 
the government complacent; a slowing of personnel changes could be ob-
served from 2007 onward, and more important, the continuous crackdowns 
on journalists and press freedom has not relented. In the 2005 elections, 
journalists were routinely targeted and beaten by police when covering 
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opposition demonstrations. In 2006, as will be discussed in detail in chapter 
10, a series of editors and journalists critical of the government—
particularly those publicizing corruption among officials—were kidnapped 
and beaten, often by unknown civilian-clothed men. The oppositional Tu-
ran news agency and Azadliq newspaper were evicted from their offices 
that year, and the country‘s most independent TV station, ANS, was briefly 

closed down. But lately, government officials have in particular used laws 
on libel and defamation to target journalists, imposing jail sentences as 
well as massive financial penalties for criticism against officials. In 2009, 
moreover, the broadcast of western radio stations such as the BBC, Radio 
Liberty and Voice of America on Azerbaijani airwaves was prohibited. 

As a result of this, Azerbaijan in 2009 ranked 150th out of 173 countries 
on the press freedom ranking of reporters without borders.14 The Commit-
tee to Protect Journalists called the country‘s record ―disastrous.‖15 The 
higher echelons of the government were apparently unwilling or unable to 
prevent or address this counterproductive and largely unnecessary blemish 
on Azerbaijan‘s international credentials. President Aliyev repeatedly par-
doned journalists, and in a communication with OSCE officials in April 
2009 agreed that defamation laws to target journalists were not in line with 
European standards.16 Nevertheless, they remained on the books by 2010, 
indicating the lack of will on the part of the leadership to seriously address 
the issue. 

The oil windfall, coupled with the consolidation of statehood, indeed in-
creased the self-confidence of Azerbaijan‘s leaders. Other developments 

contributed to making the Azerbaijani leadership more confident and less 
apologetic in defending its political and economic systems. Two factors 
were key: the already mentioned decline of the West‘s influence in the 

former Soviet space, and the troubles experienced by Georgia and Ukraine. 
The United States got bogged down in Iraq, and the EU failed to digest its 
twelve new members through its inability to devise a functional internal 
mechanism to run what was now a twenty-seven-member body. And the 
United States had hardly achieved a sense of stability in Iraq before the 
debacle of Russia‘s 2008 invasion of Georgia followed. Here, the West 

proved thoroughly unable to react effectively to a premeditated Russian 
move to amputate territory from the leading pro-Western country in the 
former Soviet Union.  

Russian stirrings in Ukraine further brought home the point that demo-
cratization in the former Soviet Union was not only difficult but dangerous, 
as Russia‘s leadership appeared to see the process as an affront to itself.  
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Moreover, the problems of Georgia and Ukraine were not only of Rus-
sia‘s making. Ukraine, in particular, gradually got bogged down in political 

instability following the collapse of the ―Orange Coalition.‖ In Georgia, 

Mikheil Saakashvili was more successful in bringing lasting change to the 
political system and fighting corruption; yet by 2007, mounting opposition 
to his government had also made his country increasingly unstable. If 
Azerbaijan had appeared on the losing side of post-Soviet history in 2005, 
the heyday of the color revolutions,, by 2008 its self-proclaimed model of 
gradual reform appeared more palatable even to some Western audiences. 
In spring 2009, it was even leaked that NATO officials viewed potential 
Azerbaijani membership in NATO more favorably than Ukrainian or 
Georgian accession, indicating the full circle that the reasoning in some 
western circles had come.17 Fatigue with the travails of Georgia and 
Ukraine did not bode well for liberal reforms in Azerbaijan, but it did imp-
ly a more comfortable international situation for Aliyev‘s administration.  

Hence, Ilham Aliyev‘s reelection in October 2008 itself was unevent-
ful—the main opposition leaders refused to participate, thereby partially 
allowing younger opposition leaders to pick up their mantle. But no one 
disputed the results this time, as the country‘s great economic progress 
would likely have made Aliyev‘s return to office a foregone conclusion 
even in a totally free and fair environment. International observers found 
that the 2008 presidential election ―marked considerable progress, but did 

not meet all of the country‘s international commitments.‖
18 More contro-

versial was the scrapping of constitutionally mandated presidential term 
limits, a change approved in Parliament in early 2009. A constitutional 
amendment was pushed through rapidly and with little debate, making it 
possible for Aliyev to remain in power beyond 2013. While the move was 
understandably decried by democracy supporters, the speed with which it 
was enacted following Aliyev‘s reelection and soon after the war in Geor-
gia suggests a more complex rationale behind the decision. Indeed, if un-
checked, insecurity regarding succession would constitute a major vulnera-
bility for the Azerbaijani leadership, both internally and externally. 
nally, various leaders within the government would be susceptible to be-
ginning to jockey for position against one another with an eye to 2013; 
similarly, foreign powers such as Russia, Iran, and Turkey would all have 
an excellent opportunity to interfere in Azerbaijan‘s internal affairs by 

playing favorites. The abolition of term limits effectively put an end to 
such prospects, something that was reportedly considered urgent given the 
growing Russian assertiveness following the war in Georgia. 
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In sum, at the beginning of Ilham Aliyev‘s second term, Azerbaijan was 

no longer a country in transition but one in which a form of government 
was consolidating. This was not a Western liberal democracy; nor was it a 
regular dictatorship such as Belarus or most Central Asian republics. Azer-
baijan had evolved into an excellent example of what political scientists 
term ―hybrid regimes‖ or ―semiauthoritarian states‖: systems that mix ele-
ments of authoritarianism with elements of pluralism and liberal democra-
cy.19  

That conclusion could inspire either disappointment or hope, depending 
on one‘s viewpoint. Indeed, most democracy supporters would balk at the 

prospect of a consolidating semiauthoritarian regime, in which elections 
may be free but not fair, and where the odds are heavily stacked in favor of 
the ruling elite; where the rule of law is implemented selectively at best; 
and where governing institutions lack popular accountability and are cha-
racterized by informal power networks. Yet on the other hand, a series of 
Western authors have recognized the historical fact that rapid transitions to 
electoral democracy tend to fail to bring about sustained democratization. 
States experiencing such transition succumb either to what Fareed Zakaria 
has termed ―illiberal democracy‖ or to populist and nationalist elected 
regimes that end up undermining democracy itself, as happened in Russia 
and Venezuela.20 Instead, these authors argue, the record shows that the 
most successful and sustained democratization processes have taken place 
in countries—mainly in East Asia but also elsewhere—where liberal-
minded authoritarian regimes have presided over social and economic de-
velopment, the creation of a middle class, and eventually the liberalization 
of the political sphere as well. That model is one that Azerbaijan‘s authori-
ties officially embrace, though it remains to be seen whether their actions 
will lead in that direction. Nevertheless, realistically speaking, this is the 
optimistic scenario for Azerbaijan in the coming decade. Azerbaijan‘s 

economic growth could make the country a leading candidate for such an 
evolutionary scenario. The main cloud on the horizon, even in this interpre-
tation, is that few resource-dependent economies have traveled that route. 
Yet Azerbaijan‘s position on the periphery of Europe and its gradual inte-
gration into Euro-Atlantic institutions are also conditions that no resource-
dependent economy has experienced; once again, Azerbaijan is in un-
charted territory. 
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Conclusions  

 
Under Ilham Aliyev‘s rule, Azerbaijan came face to face with a multitude 
of challenges likely to become only more pressing with each year of con-
tinued economic development. First among these was the conflict in Moun-
tainous Karabakh. In 2006 and 2009, mediators repeatedly announced im-
minent breakthroughs in the negotiation process. But the talks repeatedly 
failed to bring notable results. Azerbaijan‘s dynamic economy ensured that 
the capability gap between Azerbaijan and Armenia would keep widening, 
increasing the risk of a new war. From his first day in office, the ticking 
time bomb of Karabakh hung like a dark cloud over Ilham Aliyev‘s presi-
dency. 

A second challenge was that as it approached the start of its second dec-
ade, the political system of independent Azerbaijan continued to be go-
verned by informal networks, codes, structures, and rules. Well into his 
administration, the changes Ilham Aliyev would be willing and able to 
bring about remained in question; in the meantime, the task for foreign 
observers was to gain a greater understanding of the political system that 
did exist in the country. 

Third, Azerbaijan‘s remarkable oil-driven economic progress actualized 
the question of how the oil wealth could be used to generate long-term 
stability and prosperity. Would Azerbaijan be able to avoid the economic 
monoculture that eventually enthralls almost all oil-producing countries?  

Fourth, as the initial decade of the twenty-first century drew to a close, 
Azerbaijan was undergoing an extremely rapid social transformation. Stuck 
between its Soviet past and Islamic heritage and the overwhelming West-
ern popular culture, the nation displayed enormous generation gaps and an 
ideological and indeed ideational vacuum that would only grow as the 
national economy and culture, energized by petrodollars, became increa-
singly globalized. With Western, Russian, Turkish, and Islamic orienta-
tions mixing, the very identity of the future Azerbaijan was now in play. 
Would a harmonious and positive, distinctively Azerbaijani approach to the 
nation‘s multiple contradictions of identity emerge? Or would the country 
be divided among segregated groups with fundamentally diverging under-
standings of themselves and the ideal society? 

Fifth, and finally, Azerbaijan is situated in a corner of the world that 
long has witnessed and surely will continue to witness many crises whose 
impact the country cannot avoid being affected by. Building its place in the 
world and managing the converging and conflicting interests of its neigh-
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bors and the great powers while delineating and fulfilling its own interests 
will be a major challenge for Azerbaijan in the twenty-first century. 

 



 
 

126 

7 
The Shadow over Azerbaijan: Karabakh 

 
 
 
 

Less inquisitive foreign visitors to Azerbaijan, and especially the great 
number who never leave the capital, Baku, will certainly not get the feeling 
that they are visiting a country at war. They will see a maddening construc-
tion boom, a rapidly developing city, opulent wealth in the midst of pover-
ty, and the omnipresence of the oil industry. But for the entire period of its 
independence, Azerbaijan has indeed been at war. Under a cease-fire in 
effect since 1994, no major resumption of hostilities has occurred, but nei-
ther has a political solution to Azerbaijan‘s conflict with Armenia materia-
lized. The struggle over Mountainous Karabakh has hence come to be 
known as one of the ―frozen conflicts‖ of the post–Cold War era. But as 
catchy as this term may be, it provides a false sense of security by indicat-
ing that so long as the conflict is kept in the freezer, business can go on as 
usual. Indeed, casual visitors to Baku may feel that the war that was fought 
nearly two decades ago a few hundred miles to the west has been forgotten. 
But as events in neighboring Georgia have showed, the conflicts of the 
South Caucasus have never been frozen. Rather, they have been dynamic 
processes that have gotten more, not less, dangerous with every year that 
passes without their resolution. In Georgia, President Mikheil Saakashvili‘s 

assertive efforts to build up the state and to restore its territorial integrity 
eventually led Russia to invade the country in 2008.1 Azerbaijan is not 
Georgia, but the episode showed the centrality of the unresolved, caged in, 
but by no means frozen conflicts that plague the Caucasus. Indeed, the 
development, stability, and national identity of the states of the Caucasus 
are hostage to these conflicts. 

 Between the three unresolved irredentist conflicts in the south Cauca-
sus, the one pitting Azerbaijan against Armenia is as large a threat to peace 
and security in the South Caucasus—and perhaps in the wider region—as 
the Russian-Georgian war and the two conflicts that were its catalysts and 
focal points. Moreover, because of the humiliation and frustration caused 
by Azerbaijan‘s defeat even as the country was developing its oil industry 

and easily outpacing Armenia in economic expansion, the failure to find a 
negotiated solution perpetuates a decade-old status quo that has become 
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increasingly revolting to both Azerbaijan‘s elite and its general population. 

For every year the conflict goes unresolved, the risk of renewed war actual-
ly increases rather than decreases. Thus, the analogy of a frozen conflict is 
erroneous. 

 The present chapter is not a study of the Karabakh conflict per se; ra-
ther, it is about the Karabakh conflict‘s significance for Azerbaijan‘s state 

and society since independence.2 Hence, the chapter is concerned with the 
conflict‘s impact on Azerbaijan, the realities behind the conflict, and the 
efforts to negotiate a solution. These issues are taken up with a focus on the 
Azerbaijani side of the problem.  

Karabakh’s Impact on Azerbaijan 

For each year that the status quo remains in place, the unresolved conflicts 
of the Caucasus charge the region‘s countries a high price. To understand 

the human toll of the Karabakh conflict, one only has to go to the Shehidler 
Khiyabani (Martyrs‘ Lane), on a hill overlooking the Baku bay, across the 
street from Parliament. Here, near the eternal flame flaring in the wind 
under a high dome, lie several hundred of the many thousand untrained, 
unequipped, and very young soldiers who were killed in the Karabakh war. 
This is only the largest and most imposing war cemetery: smaller versions 
of Martyrs‘ Lane can be found, with fresh flowers adorning many of the 

graves, on the outskirts of most settlements of some size in Azerbaijan.  
For another glimpse of the human cost of the war, one need only go to 

the outskirts of Baku, where refugees (or ―internally displaced persons,‖ in 

the correct international lingo—an important distinction, since the interna-
tional community considers itself unobligated to help refugees who did not 
cross an international border) from the fighting search for day jobs in con-
struction whose wages, low as they are, will nonetheless help them feed 
themselves and their families—those who have not already left to toil as 
legal or illegal guest workers in Russia, the Gulf states, or Turkey, that is. 
But to fully comprehend the human toll exacted on the population of Azer-
baijan, one had to travel to the many decrepit refugee camps that remained 
for a decade and a half before the government acquired the resources to 
provide better facilities for the camps‘ unfortunate residents. United Na-
tions statistics indicate that for many years no country had a larger percen-
tage of displaced people in its national population than Azerbaijan—as late 
as 2009, more than one in every ten Azerbaijanis was a refugee.3 The camp 
at Saatli, perhaps the best known in Azerbaijan, was laden with symbolism: 
there, just a few hours‘ drive southwest of Baku, refugees lived in train cars 
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that got scorching hot in summer and freezing cold in winter. But because 
the cars were on railroad tracks, they were always ready to roll right back 
to the occupied territories from which their inhabitants had been expelled 
more than a decade earlier. 

The comprehensive economic costs of the Karabakh conflict have never 
been estimated—not only the destruction caused by the war, but the loss in 
production caused by the transformation of one-sixth of Azerbaijan‘s popu-
lation into refugees—people who had been living and working on some of 
the country‘s richest agricultural land. The available data nonetheless make 
it obvious that the ―internally displaced‖ have been a heavy burden on a 

country that already had high levels of poverty, and indeed provide at least 
a partial explanation for the precipitous drop in economic production that 
occurred in the early 1990s. Ever since, though no exact figures are availa-
ble, the absence of these people‘s labor and production has likely sub-
tracted several percentage points from the Azerbaijani economy‘s annual 

growth rate. This loss has been compounded by declines in investment and 
tourism income caused by the war. Aside from those interested in the oil 
industry, most international investors shied away from the Caucasus in the 
1990s, choosing for understandable reasons to invest in countries unsha-
dowed by the prospect that a suspended war would flare up anew. Left for 
the future is the immense cost of the reconstruction that will be necessary 
once Azerbaijan recovers the occupied territories, most of which not even 
Armenia disputes will one day be returned to Azerbaijani rule. For, as 
eyewitnesses relate, there is little for the displaced residents of Karabakh to 
come back to. As is shown by the work of Belgian photographer Michel 
Ivor, who snuck into areas such as Fizuli Province, houses were looted of 
everything valuable, from refrigerators to windows and furniture, with the 
abodes themselves left to rot. Even if one does not take into account the 
mine clearing that will be necessary even before reconstruction can begin, 
many settlements likely will need to be rebuilt from scratch. This will cost 
the equivalent of hundreds of millions of dollars. 

On a political level, the war was arguably the major reason the Azerbai-
jani Popular Front (APF) government‘s democratic experiment failed in 

1993. To begin with, the war prevented the Popular Front government from 
focusing on economic transition and the consolidation of a democratic 
system of government. Inexperienced as it was, and burdened by the unen-
viable legacy left to it by its predecessor, the government of Ayaz Mutali-
bov took power facing grim prospects in any field where it hoped for suc-
cess. The war also put enormous pressure on the APF leadership, exacer-
bating the divisions that existed within it. Moreover, the conflict formed 
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the major instrument for Russia‘s ambition to undermine and overthrow 
any democratically minded, pro-Western government in the Caucasus. 
Georgia may have been the chief victim of Moscow‘s ambition, but Azer-
baijan by no means was spared. Through protégés such as onetime defense 
minister Rahim Gaziyev and rebel army commander Surat Huseynov, 
Moscow used the Karabakh conflict to undermine the Popular Front gov-
ernment. As related in chapter 4 of the present volume, Huseynov first 
withdrew forces from the front, a move that led to the loss of Azerbaijani 
control of Kelbajar Province and the end of Azerbaijan‘s rather successful 

1992 counteroffensive. Later, Huseynov marched on Baku to unseat the 
Popular Front government, thus precipitating Azerbaijan‘s total military 

collapse. Thus, the devastation caused by the war, which exacerbated the 
Popular Front‘s weaknesses and accelerated the breakdown of the econo-
my, also fed the population‘s disillusionment with democracy, which came 

to be associated in the popular mind with chaos and anarchy. Conditions 
thus became ripe for the more authoritarian rule that would characterize the 
regime of Heydar Aliyev.  

The Popular Front government‘s collapse, moreover, gave shape to a po-
litical landscape that would grow sadly familiar in Azerbaijan: by propel-
ling the APF into opposition, where it split into rival factions, the events of 
1993 ensured that the damaged Popular Front leadership would be ce-
mented into position at the forefront of the opposition forces. Too weak to 
effectively challenge the government, the Popular Front and Müsavat, to-
gether with the perennial opposition Azerbaijani National Independence 
Party, were able to install a relatively stable opposition structure that pre-
vented the emergence of new opposition leaders unassociated with the 
1993 debacle. The sole exception was Rasul Guliyev, who defected to the 
opposition camp from the government. Yet Guliyev‘s subsequent exile 

meant that he never functioned as a true opposition chief, while the de 
facto leaders of his Azerbaijani Democratic Party on the ground were al-
ways correctly understood to be surrogates. Yet if in the short term the 
fallout from the Karabakh conflict led the government to turn to authorita-
rian behavior, in the longer term it forms any Azerbaijani government‘s 

Achilles heel. Failure to solve the problem of Karabakh can be used as a 
sign of a government‘s lack of initiative, while steps toward a compromise 
can be immediately jumped on by the political opposition as a sellout. In 
this sense, any Azerbaijani government—be it an Aliyev-run regime or one 
led by someone else—is destined to be caught between a rock and a hard 
place in domestic politics as far as Karabakh is concerned. Hence, any 
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government must ponder which would cause the greatest political damage: 
accepting the status quo or trying to achieve a solution. 

Aside from these concrete human, material, economic, and political con-
sequences, the Karabakh conflict has had deeper implications for the col-
lective identity and psyche of Azerbaijani society. Azerbaijani nationalism, 
demands for independence from the Soviet Union, and the very concept of 
Azerbaijani national identity that emerged in the late 1980s developed in 
tandem with the Karabakh conflict and were deeply affected by it. It is no 
exaggeration to say that the conflict accelerated the concretization of Azer-
baijani identity, in the sense that it provided the concept of Azerbaijani 
nationalism with a concrete content and agenda, and not least an enemy 
that increased nationalism‘s appeal among a population that had not been 

significantly politicized. Karabakh, more than anything, has shaped the 
development of national consciousness and a sense of purpose among a 
large segment of Azerbaijani youth, not least those who go abroad not only 
to seek higher education but also to raise awareness in the outside world of 
their country‘s plight.  

Conceptually, frustration and humiliation epitomize the Karabakh con-
flict‘s effect on Azerbaijan. In spite of its larger population, Azerbaijan lost 

the war against much smaller Armenia. But unlike Georgia, it not only lost 
control of disputed territory; it also lost much larger adjacent territories, in 
Azerbaijan‘s case areas outside the autonomous province of Mountainous 

Karabakh that were home to few if any Armenians. These provinces had 
been homogeneously Azerbaijani, or in some cases, such as the provinces 
of Lachin and Kelbajar, partly Kurdish. This meant that Azerbaijan‘s mili-
tary defeat was much more extensive, and much more costly in human 
terms, but also in terms of damage to national pride and identity.  

As Azerbaijan developed its oil industry, built itself a place in regional 
and world politics, and increasingly laid the foundation for a functioning 
state, the status quo appeared ever more unfair, illogical, and frustrating. 
Paradoxically, the expansionist spree that the Armenian forces engaged in 
during the Azerbaijani military collapse in the autumn of 1993 came to 
backfire on Armenia. Armenia took advantage of the chaos in Azerbaijan 
to acquire additional territories that, it hoped, would serve as a bargaining 
chip and security buffer. But because Armenia failed induce Azerbaijan to 
accept Karabakh‘s unification with Armenia in exchange for the occupied 

territories, the bargaining chip lost its value. Had Armenia limited itself to 
asserting control over Karabakh and perhaps the corridor linking it to Ar-
menia, a larger number of Azerbaijanis might have been inclined to accept 
the idea of letting Karabakh go in one way or another. But the loss of much 
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larger Azerbaijani territories fueled a strong sense of humiliation, which 
led to frustration, which in turn led to growing revanchism in all strata of 
Azerbaijani society. Moreover, Armenia‘s occupation of these territories 

effectively made a mockery of its claim to be the victim in the conflict. 
Indeed, the occupation clearly showed Armenia to be the aggressor, da-
maging its relatively good standing on the international scene, reducing the 
goodwill it had initially enjoyed with the major powers, and, ironically, 
undermining its prospects of winning sufficient international support to 
force Azerbaijan to accept the loss of Karabakh. In turn, the sense that 
Azerbaijan could make a very good case for itself as the aggrieved party 
strengthened its determination to achieve the return of its territories—and 
that meant all of the lost territories, not just the occupied territories. 

The sense of humiliation in Azerbaijan also led to the creation of a per-
nicious culture of victimization. To military defeat, Azerbaijani observers 
have added a largely understandable frustration over the perceived double 
standards of the West. Articulation of this perspective goes something like 
this: the West liberated Kuwait after it was invaded by Saddam Hussein, 
but when a fifth of Azerbaijan‘s territory was invaded, the international 
community did nothing. UN resolutions did not even name an aggressor, 
and no sanctions were ever levied on Armenia. Instead, the United States 
slammed the victim of aggression, Azerbaijan, with sanctions that were not 
lifted until 2003. The West intervened against Serbian leader Slobodan 
Milosevic, but treats the Armenian leadership, which presided over ethnic 
cleansing, as a respected member of the European family. The West spends 
large diplomatic efforts and use strong pressure to get Armenia and Turkey 
to open their border, to Azerbaijan‘s detriment; but do not have a compara-
ble interest in getting to a resolution of Karabakh. Indeed, Azerbaijanis say, 
they perceive that Armenians, being Christians, are treated with considera-
bly more warmth by the European powers, whereas being Turkic and Mus-
lim, Azerbaijan is given the cold shoulder. President Ilham Aliyev himself 
professed to perceive such a difference in the treatment of Armenia and 
Azerbaijan in his experience working in European organizations.4 Europe‘s 

treatment of Turkey in the early 2000s furthered the sense in Azerbaijan 
that a cultural, civilizational factor might be at work that would explain 
what they perceived as bias on the part of the West. As correct as this per-
ception might be, its consequence could in the longer term be a mental 
process in which a sense of victimhood developed, in the best case taking 
away initiative and in the worst case legitimizing the infliction of suffering 
on others because of the suffering endured. Ironically, one can argue that 
this is precisely what happened in Armenian society starting in the 1960s. 
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As Tabib Huseynov wrote, ―Azerbaijani society is experiencing trends in 

public consciousness—similar to those experienced earlier in Armenian 
society—stemming from a ‗defeat complex,‘ unachieved national aspira-
tions and the perceived ‗victimization‘ of the nation.‖

5 Former Armenian 
presidential advisor Gerard Libaridian termed the Karabakh victory an 
event that, for the Armenian nation, ―held a universal appeal as historical 

vindication for a victimized nation.‖
6 With every passing year of conflict, 

mirroring Armenia, Azerbaijan appears to itself go down the road of victi-
mization, feeding yet another generation of frustration that could explode 
in a new war. 

The Situation on the Ground 

The 1994 stalemate and subsequent cease-fire put in place the basis of all 
subsequent negotiations. The war was brought to an end by a confusing 
mixture of competing Russian and international mediation efforts, and 
established a military reality that could only be interpreted as a major 
Azerbaijani defeat. The cease-fire, which has held in spite of numerous 
notable but minor violations, never saw the insertion of peacekeeping 
forces, chiefly because Russia would accept nothing less than a Russian-
dominated force, and neither Azerbaijan nor the international community 
was ready to accept that. As a result, the two armies have stayed eyeball to 
eyeball along a line of contact running for several hundred miles, a major 
factor in the frequent cease-fire violations that by 2010 had killed hundreds 
of soldiers on both sides.  

The military situation on the ground at the time of the cease-fire led to 
the creation of a de facto republic of Karabakh, with ties to Armenia so 
close that the administrative separation of these two territories appeared in 
many ways to be a smoke screen.  
 

The Cease-Fire 

 
The cease-fire that ended major military operations was signed under Rus-
sian auspices on May 16, 1994. It is significant that the international efforts 
to bring an end to the conflict had two parallel tracks. The international 
body that had been given the task of mediating the conflict by the United 
Nations was the Conference (later Organization) on Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (CSCE/OSCE). The United Nations remained on the peri-
phery of the conflict, limiting its role to issuing Security Council resolu-
tions condemning fighting in general and affirming the territorial integrity 



THE SHADOW OVER AZERBAIJAN: KARABAKH    133 

 

of ―all states in the region,‖ thus abstaining from defining an aggressor 
although it demanded the withdrawal of unnamed occupying forces from 
Azerbaijan‘s territory.

7 Clearly, the veto power enjoyed by Russia in the 
Security Council was a major factor affecting these resolutions. The United 
Nations delegated the mediation and resolution efforts to the CSCE, which 
in March 1991 formed an eleven-member committee to handle the conflict. 
It only got involved in a serious manner once the Soviet Union had col-
lapsed, thereby making the conflict an international issue and not an inter-
nal matter of the USSR. The CSCE envisaged an eventual peace confe-
rence in Minsk in mid-1992, something that never materialized, as the 
organization was unable to stop the Armenian advances into Azerbaijani 
territory or to handle the Russian role in the conflict. Nevertheless, the 
negotiating team became informally known as the ―Minsk Group,‖ with 

Russia a member but by no means a dominant power. The name has stuck 
ever since.  

The CSCE efforts began in 1992, when Russian foreign policy was still 
in a formative phase and strong forces in Moscow were pushing for inte-
gration into European structures. By 1993, neoimperialist forces had begun 
to assert themselves in the Russian government. It became increasingly 
clear that Russia would not allow an international organization to supplant 
its role as regional arbiter and otherwise impinge upon its interests in the 
Caucasus. Moscow in fact actively undermined the efforts of the Minsk 
Group by conducting parallel, unilateral mediation attempts without either 
informing or coordinating with the Minsk Group negotiators. It is illustra-
tive that the final May 16, 1994, cease-fire occurred at a time when Swe-
dish diplomat and later president of the UN General Assembly Jan Elias-
son, then chairman of the Minsk Group, was in the region to promote the 
CSCE peace plan. Even though he was in the region at the time and despite 
Azerbaijani requests that he be a party to the talks, Eliasson was not invited 
to take part in the Russia-led cease-fire negotiations. Russia‘s stance was 

so blatantly uncooperative that the United States representative to the 
CSCE, John Maresca, later strongly condemned it: 

 
At first, Russia fully supported the Minsk group. But in 1993 Russia reacti-
vated its earlier independent mediation effort.... Russia wished to reestab-
lish its dominance in the region and to exclude outsiders, namely the U.S. 
and Turkey... To accomplish these aims, Russia has been pressuring Azer-
baijan to accept the reentry of Russian troops as border guards.... For leve-
rage, the Russians have used an implicit but dramatic threat: If Azerbaijan 
does not comply, Russia will step up its backing for Armenia... with dis-
astrous military results for the Azeris.8 



134     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

The existence of multiple tracks to end the war led to what is known as 
―forum shopping,‖ in which the parties could play one mediation track 

against another to obtain the most advantageous terms. Initially, there were 
not only the CSCE and Russian formats, but also unilateral Iranian as well 
as Turkish attempts at mediation. Eventually, with increasing Russian pres-
sure, it became clear that the CSCE mediation team had too little clout 
compared to the Russian one, which benefited from being neither impartial 
nor neutral. In control of many levers that it did not hesitate to use to 
achieve its interests, Moscow managed to undermine and sideline the 
Minsk Group. 
 

The Balance of Forces 

 
The war ended in unmitigated defeat for Azerbaijan. This reality has led to 
the assumption that Azerbaijan‘s military forces were and have continued 

to be vastly inferior to Armenia‘s, and that Azerbaijan‘s chances of taking 

back Karabakh by military means are slim. Very much because of their 
military victory, Armenia and the Karabakh Armenians have been said to 
have the most professional military forces in the Caucasus, and even 
among the most professional in the entire former Soviet Union.9 There may 
be some truth to this statement, especially as far as discipline and motiva-
tion are concerned. With the Karabakh armies dug in for almost two dec-
ades, Azerbaijan would clearly be fighting an uphill struggle—literally and 
figuratively—and would require immensely stronger firepower if it decided 
to try to retake the region by force. Nevertheless, the assumption that 
Azerbaijan lost the war because of Armenia‘s superior martial power does 

not hold up to scrutiny. The poor state of the Azerbaijani forces, painfully 
illustrated by Thomas Goltz‘s firsthand accounts from the Azerbaijani side 

of the front, played a key role. But the fact is that Azerbaijan did not lose 
the war on the battlefield: it lost it in Baku.  

The history of the conflict shows that all major Azerbaijani losses fol-
lowed upheavals in the government or struggles for power in Baku. These 
either diverted the leadership‘s attention from the front or meant that there 

was no leadership at all to direct the military effort. Either way, these con-
vulsions led to a profound loss of morale on the front. The provinces of 
Lachin and Shusha fell in spring 1992, just after the Mutalibov regime had 
been ousted and during the weak interim regime that eventually brought the 
Popular Front to power. Kelbajar Province fell in early 1993 because of 
Huseynov and Gaziyev‘s machinations and the ensuing collapse of the 

command structure. Agdam Province fell in July 1993, immediately after 
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the collapse of the Popular Front government, and was followed by the 
southern provinces of Fizuli, Jebrail, Qubatli, and Zangilan, which all fell 
before Heydar Aliyev was able to take the reins of power. By contrast, at 
the few times when Azerbaijan had a somewhat functioning government 
and a united command structure, Azerbaijani forces were actually able to 
roll back the Armenian advances. This was the case in the late summer of 
1992, when the ragtag forces of the Popular Front had taken control over 
the northern half of Karabakh and were threatening the capital, Stepana-
kert. It was the case again in late 1993, when Aliyev had consolidated 
power and restored some order to the army. Indeed, a large-scale December 
1993 counteroffensive along the entire front succeeded in recapturing some 
territories, being beaten back only by the full-scale intervention of Arme-
nia‘s national army, crossing over the border into Azerbaijan once again to 
save the Karabakh Armenians from defeat.10  
 

Karabakh’s De Facto Integration into Armenia 

 
Following the war, the territories that fell under Armenian control, in par-
ticular Mountainous Karabakh itself, were slowly but steadily integrated 
into Armenia. Officially, Karabakh and Armenia remain separate political 
entities, but for most practical matters the two entities are unified. Part of 
Armenia‘s national budget is spent on Karabakh, and any visitor to Yere-
van since the mid-1990s can observe the presence of Karabakh military 
personnel in full uniform on the streets of the capital. Great expenditures of 
effort and resources have been made to improve communications between 
Karabakh and Armenia. In the absence of regular rail or air links, the road 
through the Lachin corridor connecting Stepanakert to Armenia has be-
come the enclave‘s main lifeline. In the 1990s the Armenian diaspora 

funded a $11 million project to make this winding mountain road safer and 
capable of carrying larger amounts of goods.11 Armenia has repeatedly 
asserted that it can neither control nor vouch for Karabakh officials, but the 
image of free association between Yerevan and Stepanakert has mainly 
been a fig leaf put in place to ward off international sanctions for occupy-
ing another state‘s territory. Immunity to sanctions has also been facilitated 

by pro-Armenian positions taken by Russia in the UN Security Council and 
other multilateral bodies.  

If the link between Karabakh and Armenia is obvious, the direction in 
which power flows is less clear. As outspoken Armenian observers have 
increasingly contended, the Armenian government has long been controlled 
by an elite rooted in Karabakh. Given the crucial role played by the Kara-
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bakh question and the subsequent war effort in the shaping of an indepen-
dent Armenian state, Karabakhi leaders were placed in a unique position to 
gain prominence in Armenian politics. The hold of a Karabakhi elite was 
boosted by the gradual appointments of Karabakhi officials to the Arme-
nian government—most obviously the appointment of Karabakh president 
Robert Kocharyan as prime minister of Armenia in 1997 and his subse-
quent election to the presidency in 1998, following a dispute over Kara-
bakh with President Levon Ter-Petrossian that ended with Ter-Petrossian‘s 

resignation. Since 1997 Armenia has been dominated by two politicians 
from Karabakh: Kocharyan and his successor as president, Serzh Sarkis-
sian. Sarkissian served as head of Karabakh‘s defense forces before being 

appointed Armenian defense minister in 1993. As Vicken Cheterian ob-
served, the appointment created the potential for a situation in which ―Ka-
rabakh‘s security preoccupation hijacks the political agenda and future 
development of Armenia.‖

12  
Following the October 27, 1999, assassination of Prime Minister Vazgen 

Sarkissian (unrelated to Sezh) and Speaker of Parliament Karen Demir-
chian—who had no roots in Karabakh—this is exactly what happened. The 
country came to be dominated by an elite that seemed to determine the 
national interest of Armenia based on their understanding of the interests of 
Karabakh—unlike former President Ter-Petrossian, who in 1997 had con-
cluded that Armenia‘s long-term interests required a compromise on the 
status of the occupied enclave. Indeed, the dominance of the Karabakh 
lobby in Armenian politics gradually became more overt, before finally 
breaking into the open as a major divisive issue in 2008. The primary im-
petus for this development was the succession to Robert Kocharyan, and 
the elite‘s evident intention to ensure that the presidency remained in Kara-
bakhi hands. In June 2004, Kocharyan‘s national security adviser, Garnik 

Isagulian, publicly declared that Armenia‘s next president should be from 

Karabakh, as that area was crucial to Armenia‘s national interests.
13 This 

was interpreted as an official indication that Minister of Defense Serzh 
Sarkissian, with his close ties to the Russian defense structures and strong 
influence over Armenia‘s economy, would be the designated successor. 

Indeed, that became clear by 2006, two years ahead of the 2008 presiden-
tial election. That election finally put on full display the endemic resent-
ment in Armenian society over the Karabakhis‘ domination of Armenian 

political life, and was the first instance in which this issue became a rally-
ing cry for the opposition, led by former president Ter-Petrossian. In what 
the opposition called a case of rampant fraud, Sarkissian was declared the 
winner of the presidential election. At least eight people died in riots that 
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followed demonstrations protesting the outcome. The post-election vi-
olence further deepened the division in Armenian society.  

When Kocharyan had come to power in 1998, most observers saw it as a 
setback for the chances of a settlement in Karabakh, given his past leader-
ship role there. Nevertheless, hope was expressed that Kocharyan would be 
another Yitzhak Rabin or even Ariel Sharon, that is, a hard-liner with im-
peccable nationalist credentials who would sue for peace for the sake of the 
nation‘s future. Indeed, it was thought that Kocharyan would be the leader 
who would be able not only to sign a peace agreement, but to deliver one. 
Such hopes did not materialize in the 1990s, but they were voiced again 
when Sarkissian came to power in 2008. His stance appeared more con-
structive than Kocharyan‘s, but the serious legitimacy crisis surrounding 

his election seemed bound to weaken his domestic stance when it came 
time to make concessions, just as Ter-Petrossian had been weakened by his 
own questionable election in 1996, which paved the way for his removal 
from office two years later. The domestic reaction to Sarkissian‘s efforts to 

mend ties with Turkey in 2009 showed this conundrum in practice, making 
it unlikely that Sarkissian could preside over painful compromises on Ka-
rabakh. 

Negotiations over Karabakh 

The negotiations over Karabakh have been ongoing since the international 
community first became engaged in the conflict, even before a cease-fire 
was in place. Throughout the decade and more that have followed, a num-
ber of different formats for negotiations and several different models for a 
solution have been discussed. 
 

The Negotiating Format 

 
The negotiations over Karabakh began in the rather large format of the 
Minsk Group, which comprised eleven countries. At first, small and disin-
terested states took a leading role in the negotiations. For reasons of their 
neutrality, which made them acceptable to Russia, Sweden and Finland 
initially played important roles chairing the Minsk Group. This had both a 
positive and a negative aspect: the mediation process was trusted by all 
parties as impartial, since countries such as Sweden or Finland had few 
interests in the South Caucasus. But they could only act as mediators in the 
true sense of the word; they possessed no incentives, no carrots or sticks to 
convince the belligerents to adopt a more compromising attitude. As 
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pointed out by John Maresca, the Minsk Group itself was ―too large and 
too low level for serious negotiation, having  no way of guaranteeing that 
the much larger CSCE itself would either agree or actually produce a 
peacekeeping force.‖

14 Meanwhile, Russia was undermining the Minsk 
Group‘s work. At its Budapest summit of December 1994, the institution 
now known as the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) resolved to integrate its mediation process with the Russian one. 
This was a setback in terms of the organization‘s authority, but also a suc-
cess, as it removed the possibility of forum shopping. As a result, the Rus-
sian mediator was given the post of permanent cochairman of the Minsk 
Group, alongside the rotating OSCE cochairman, a position first held by 
Sweden and then by Finland. During this period of negotiations, few actual 
steps toward a resolution were achieved, although the mediation process 
was instrumental in upholding the cease-fire. According to Finnish Minsk 
Group cochairman Heikki Talvitie (who subsequently became the Euro-
pean Union‘s first special representative to the South Caucasus), the main 

accomplishment of his mediation period was to establish confidence be-
tween the Russian and OSCE mediation tracks.15 As such, however, the 
Minsk process became not mainly a forum for negotiations between the 
parties but, in Gerard Libaridian‘s words, a ―propaganda forum for both 

sides.‖
16  

In December 1996, Finland‘s tenure in the cochairmanship was expiring, 

and both France and the United States expressed a desire to follow Fin-
land—a sign of the increasing interest of the great powers in the region. A 
solution was reached whereby the United States would have a permanent 
chair, like Russia, with France filling the rotating position held by Finland. 
Hence a ―troika‖ format emerged, and France became, de facto, a perma-
nent co-chair as well: no rotation occurred in the fourteen years subsequent 
to 1996. The Minsk process was thus given a higher profile, effectively 
acquiring a three-country format with the others members of the Minsk 
Group becoming sidelined. The three cochairs focused on agreeing among 
themselves—no easy task given the three countries involved—and nego-
tiating with the parties. What did not change, however, was the level of the 
diplomatic representatives in the Minsk Group. Far from being senior dip-
lomats with experience in high-level conflict resolution, the cochairs con-
tinued to be junior ambassadorial appointees. The role of the Minsk Group 
in the negotiation process, by contrast, has gone through various phases. 
From 1997 to 1999 it was relatively active, presenting a series of proposals. 
Then a period of direct negotiations between Presidents Aliyev and Kocha-
ryan followed, which reduced the role of the Minsk Group. In the early 
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2000s, the negotiations remained direct but were downgraded to the for-
eign-minister or even deputy-minister level, before an upsurge in activity 
from 2004 to 2006. Since 2008, a growing Russian leadership, nominally 
in the name of the Minsk Group, has dominated the peace process, conco-
mitant with Russia‘s growing assertion of dominance in the region. 

The changing format for negotiations has highlighted the paradox of the 
Karabakh conflict. On the one hand, no peace deal was likely to be 
achieved without the involvement and support of Russia and the United 
States (and, to a lesser degree, Europe). This led to the involvement of 
these two powers in the mediation process, since it was preferable to keep-
ing them outside the process, where they could act as spoilers uncon-
strained by any institutional mechanism. But on the other hand, the Minsk 
Group also turned into a forum where disagreements between the media-
tors clouded the prospects of the process. Indeed, the functionality of the 
Minsk Group depended largely on the mutual relations of the three media-
tor states. 
 

Models and Principles of a Solution  

 
A series of models have been proposed to resolve the Karabakh conflict. 
These models, which are summarized in the following sections of the 
present chapter, all fit within two general frameworks. The first, and domi-
nant, framework is built on maintaining the borders of Mountainous Kara-
bakh as they existed in 1991, and seeking a compromise solution based on 
recognizing Azerbaijan‘s territorial integrity while also securing the Kara-
bakh Armenians‘ right to self-determination, the objective being to estab-
lish a federal or confederal solution that would satisfy the needs of both 
parties. Several major points of contention impede implementation of this 
framework, however, such as Karabakh‘s territorial status, the right of 

return of refugees and internally displaced persons, and the status of the 
Lachin corridor and Kelbajar Province. But an equally important problem 
has been the sequence of steps once the process of implementation begins. 
Azerbaijan has refused to discuss the status of Karabakh until its occupied 
territories are liberated and refugees are allowed to return, preferring a 
phased or ―step-by-step‖ solution to the conflict. Armenia, by contrast, has 
retained Azerbaijan‘s occupied territories as a bargaining chip, seeking a 
―package deal‖ in which all outstanding issues would be resolved in a sin-
gle document. Only with the 2005–06 idea of a framework agreement, 
interim status and phased implementation of the agreement was the prob-
lem of sequencing moving toward a resolution. 
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The major alternative to this general framework was the so-called swap 
deal, under which the two sides would do away with complicated territorial 
and federal constructs by simply trading land. Armenia would be granted 
Karabakh and the Lachin corridor; in exchange, Azerbaijan would take 
control of a corridor of Armenian land linking Azerbaijan to the exclave of 
Nakhichevan. The deal would give Armenia a net gain in territory, but this 
would be offset by the strategic benefits Azerbaijan would receive by be-
coming territorially contiguous with Nakhichevan and, as a consequence, 
Turkey, as well as by eliminating the common border between Armenia 
and Iran. As is discussed below, exasperation with the first framework 
briefly shifted the spotlight to the land swap alternative. It did not survive 
serious scrutiny, however, and all the major concerned parties soon enough 
returned to the original framework, though in modified form.  
 

1996: Lisbon and the International Community’s Bottom Line 

 
At the OSCE‘s December 1996 Lisbon summit, the international communi-
ty was faced, in a prominent setting, with outlining the major elements of a 
solution to the Karabakh conflict. A draft statement prepared by the Minsk 
Group had been approved or at least accepted by all nonparty OSCE states. 
The document called for a settlement of the conflict based on Azerbaijan‘s 

territorial integrity, a legal status for Karabakh giving it the highest degree 
of self-government within Azerbaijan, and security guarantees for Kara-
bakh‘s population. This was the first serious indication that Armenia was 
failing in its effort to convince the international community of the primacy 
of the right of self-determination for the Karabakh Armenians. The strength 
of the international principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity was 
finally being felt by the government in Yerevan─certainly not a moment 

too soon, from the perspective of Azerbaijan.  
Faced with unanimous opposition from the other OSCE member states, 

Armenia finally used its right under the procedural rules of the organization 
to veto the language to be included in the summit‘s final document, which 

would have upheld the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan. Armenia argued 
that the resolution, if approved, would have prejudiced the negotiations 
over Karabakh by predetermining their outcome.17 A typically diplomatic 
solution to the crisis was found: a separate ―chairman‘s declaration‖ on the 

conflict, which made clear the position of all OSCE member countries, 
save one, on the inviolability of the principle of territorial integrity. Tech-
nically, Armenia had been able to make its veto stick, but Lisbon was 
nonetheless an Azerbaijani diplomatic victory, in that it ended a trend gen-
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erally favoring Armenia in international opinion. Indeed, the Lisbon sum-
mit broadly accepted the Azerbaijani position. Conversely, Armenia re-
sisted the OSCE‘s insistence that negotiations follow the Lisbon principles, 
to the point of considering the Lisbon principles the main impediment to 
resolution of the conflict.18 
 

1997: Step by Step 

 
In September 1997, the newly created Minsk Group troika put forward a 
peace proposal for Karabakh, based on a step-by-step solution. A first set 
of talks would deal with troop withdrawals from Armenian-occupied terri-
tories, the return of refugees, the lifting of economic embargoes and ob-
stacles to trade, and the deployment of peacekeepers. The issue of Kara-
bakh‘s status would be left for a second set of talks.

19 This proposal was 
predictably endorsed by Azerbaijan. From Yerevan, President Ter-
Petrossian accepted the main principles of the plan, but the Karabakh Ar-
menian leadership immediately rejected the proposal, as it would restore 
Karabakh to Azerbaijani sovereignty.20 Ter-Petrossian now showed the 
degree to which the thinking among Armenia‘s leadership had changed: he 

claimed it was ―not realistic‖ to demand Karabakh‘s unilateral secession 

from Azerbaijan.21 The Armenian president‘s view was based on a diffe-
rentiation of the national interests of Armenia from the interests of Kara-
bakh. A pragmatist, Ter-Petrossian realized that the achievement of inter-
national recognition for Karabakh or its attachment to Armenia was not 
going to happen, and that time was not on Armenia‘s side. Azerbaijan‘s 

international standing was rapidly rising, as were its prospects for econom-
ic wealth based on an expanding oil industry. From Ter-Petrossian‘s pers-
pective, Armenia needed to settle its differences with Azerbaijan before its 
bargaining position deteriorated even further. While he believed that the 
―silent and sensible majority‖

22 supported his conciliatory position, in the 
expectation that peace would help improve Armenia‘s disastrous economic 

situation and low living standards, he ran into harsh resistance not only 
from the political opposition but even from his chief aides. In the end, per-
haps he was wrong about the silent majority, or maybe they simply re-
mained too silent. In February 1998, a ―palace revolt‖ led by the three men 

who had been his closest allies—Robert Kocharyan, Serzh Sarkissian, and 
Vazgen Sarkissian—forced his resignation, and opened the way for Kocha-
ryan to take power. Ter-Petrossian‘s legitimacy was already strongly 

eroded, given that he had had to resort to both electoral fraud and violence 
against protestors to secure reelection in 1996. To what degree the people 
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refused to support him personally as opposed to his views on Karabakh 
will never be known, but the takeover nonetheless showed that a weakened 
leader could not deliver serious concessions. However, Kocharyan‘s as-
sumption of power marked the onset of the gradual marginalization of the 
leadership in Stepanakert, something that would make the negotiations 
with Azerbaijan less complicated. With his own background in Karabakh, 
Kocharyan clearly saw himself as representing both Armenia and Kara-
bakh, and as a result paid less attention to the views of the Stepanakert 
leadership, which itself was increasingly subdued. 
 

1998: The ―Common State‖ Approach 

 
November 1998 saw a new OSCE proposal that came to be known as the 
―common state‖ approach. This signaled the abandonment of the phased 

approach in favor of the package solution, which had the virtue of seeking 
to avoid the use of value-laden terms such as autonomy and territorial 
integrity.23 The proposal envisaged that Karabakh and Azerbaijan would 
form a ―common state‖ in which there would be no ―vertical‖ relations 

between Baku and Stepanakert. In practice, this amounted to a confedera-
tion between two equal parties. The ―common state‖ concept was a brain-
child of then–Russian foreign minister Yevgeny Primakov, and had been 
used by Russia in brokering negotiations over the breakaway regions of 
Transnistria and Abkhazia. Separatist leaders in both Transnistria and Ab-
khazia had interpreted the principle as entitling them to separate statehood 
first and to negotiating the ―common state‖ later, as equal parties with, 

respectively, Moldova and Georgia. The Moldovan and Georgian govern-
ments, by contrast, had interpreted the concept as precluding full indepen-
dence of the breakaway regions, although entitling them to full autonomy 
within a single state. As these widely divergent readings show, the ―com-
mon state‖ approach was just too vague, defeating its own purpose by pre-
venting a clear and mutual understanding. In the case of Karabakh, as Vla-
dimir Socor noted, the ―common state‖ proposal ―deepened the stalemate, 

postponed the resolution of conflicts, and maximized Russia‘s leverage 

upon all parties as arbiter.‖
24  

The proposal implied that the OSCE had stepped back from the Lisbon 
principle. This prompted Armenia to endorse the main points of the pro-
posal, as did the Karabakh authorities.25 Azerbaijan, on the other hand, 
almost immediately refuted it. According to a published report, the Azer-
baijani government said the plan ―departed from the OSCE‘s own norms, 

blindsided Baku virtually on the eve of the OSCE‘s year-end conference, 
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and appeared designed to shift onto Baku the blame for the mediators‘ 

ineffectiveness.‖
26 Presidential adviser Vafa Gulizade singled out several 

major problems with the OSCE‘s abrupt shift. First, the ambiguous concept 

of a ―common state‖ was an inherently contentious and unstable basis for 

any settlement. Second, the OSCE‘s lurch from insistence on ―territorial 

integrity‖ to an opposite principle undermined the organization‘s own in-
fluence. Third, the sudden repositioning rewarded Armenia‘s intransigent 

elements, signaling that the overthrow of Ter-Petrossian had paid off.27 
Indeed, Kocharyan himself stated that ―the change of leadership in Arme-
nia played a great role in securing these gains for the Armenian side.‖ It is 

nevertheless doubtful whether the OSCE espoused an principle opposite to 
territorial integrity. The problem with the ―common state‖ approach was 
not that it denied the Lisbon principle, but that by refraining from mention-
ing it, it represented a deviation from the original approach, which held 
territorial integrity central to any solution. That led Yerevan to rejoice, but 
for Azerbaijan, it was a setback. 
 

1999–2000: Direct Negotiations and the ―Swap Deal‖ 

 
In spite of two failed proposals, the talks continued. By the spring of 1999, 
efforts to break the deadlock grew as Washington sought a larger role in 
the peace process. The United States hosted a one-to-one meeting between 
Presidents Aliyev and Kocharyan in Washington on April 26.28 On July 16, 
the presidents had an unmediated meeting in Geneva, and a new type of 
optimism could be seen in the declarations made by the two leaders, who 
nevertheless refused to communicate the exact topics of discussion or the 
agreements they had reached. Two more meetings took place, again in 
Geneva on August 22 and at Sadarak, on the border between Armenia and 
Nakhichevan, on October 11. The public language had changed to one of 
greater understanding of the other side‘s concerns and reiteration of the 

need for ―mutual compromise.‖
29 Speculation was rife that a deal was al-

most ready, and would be presented at the OSCE summit in Istanbul in 
November (which, mediators subsequently confirmed in private, was in-
deed the plan).  

But a lot more than Karabakh negotiations was going in the Caucasus 
that year. Indeed, the fall of 1999 may have been one of the defining pe-
riods in the region‘s post-Soviet history.30 Russia‘s new prime minister, 

Vladimir Putin, had embarked on a mission to restore order and govern-
ment control in Russia, and the security services, which formed Putin‘s 

power base, were quickly gaining control over the Russian state. The 
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launch of the renewed war in Chechnya stands out as the symbol of the 
quest to restore Russia‘s great-power status; this quest applied to foreign 
policy as well, as Putin increasingly turned his attention to Georgia, which 
was soon subjected to the heaviest external pressures since independence.31 
Moreover, Iran had resumed its encouragement of resistance to the Aliyev 
government, giving safe haven to and otherwise supporting Mahir Javadov, 
the surviving brother of onetime anti-Aliyev plotter Rovshan Javadov.32 In 
the economic sphere, the fall of oil prices forced a much-needed but painful 
reshuffling of actors in Azerbaijan‘s oil industry, with smaller players leav-
ing the scene.  

Meanwhile, the U.S. government was engaging in intensive shuttle dip-
lomacy concerning Karabakh. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright had 
corresponded with the presidents of Armenia and Azerbaijan, and a high-
level delegation led by Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott visited 
Baku and Yerevan on October 26 and 27 to make the final push for a peace 
deal, to be concluded in Istanbul. Notably, this was a more-or-less unilater-
al U.S. effort, with other Minsk Group cochairmen not directly involved.  

The specifics of the peace deal were kept shrouded in secrecy. Even 
Azerbaijan‘s foreign minister at the time, Tofiq Zulfugarov, was somewhat 
in the dark. As he wrote in 2005, ―Even today it is difficult to say precisely 

what the proposal involved or who authored it.‖
33 Whatever was known of 

the proposal was apparently so revolting to the immediate community of 
Heydar Aliyev‘s closest circle that both Zulfugarov and the president‘s 

closest adviser, Eldar Namazov, resigned on October 24—just ahead of the 
arrival of the Talbott-led U.S. delegation. Aliyev did not waver, but the 
upheavals did not end there. On the afternoon of October 27, Armenian 
prime minister Vazgen Sarkissian escorted Deputy Secretary of State Tal-
bott and his delegation to the Yerevan airport, concluding Talbott‘s visit to 

the Caucasus. Sarkissian returned to Parliament and was addressing a ple-
nary session when a mysterious group of five gunmen with no apparent 
connection to anyone managed to get through the multiple security checks 
at the parliament building, reach the plenary session, and open fire, killing 
Prime Minister Sarkissian, Speaker of Parliament Demirchian, and five 
other leading legislators.  

No Karabakh peace deal was signed at the OSCE‘s Istanbul summit two 

weeks later, as the political earthquake in Armenia had catapulted the 
country into what would be a long period of political instability. President 
Kocharyan‘s position was undermined by unproven allegations of his and 
Russia‘s involvement in the killings, and a long and ultimately futile inves-
tigation in which parts of his administration were charged with obstruction 



THE SHADOW OVER AZERBAIJAN: KARABAKH    145 

 

of justice. The vigorous if sometimes contentious triumvirate that Kocha-
ryan, Vazgen Sarkissian, and Demirchian had formed gave way to the 
weakened leadership of a damaged president, increasingly reliant on Minis-
ter of Defense Serzh Sarkissian‘s support. Meanwhile, in Azerbaijan, Pres-
ident Aliyev stomached the departure of his main advisers and large oppo-
sition demonstrations against a plan that no one quite seemed to know the 
details of, though everyone had made up their minds that its basic precepts 
were unacceptable. It became painfully clear that the secret negotiations—

the question of their outcome notwithstanding—had aroused a degree of 
popular unease and fear that Presidents Aliyev and Kocharyan had not 
expected and could not handle.34 

What, then, was the 1999 deal about, which would likely have been 
signed had Armenia‘s parliamentary leadership not been brutally mur-
dered? The details remain shrouded in secrecy, but it was clear that the two 
presidents had departed markedly from earlier negotiations and that the 
deal on the table was a territorial swap. The core of the plan was simple but 
daring: Karabakh would be removed from Azerbaijani sovereignty—

incorporated outright into Armenia, or with a status that made it indepen-
dent in everything but name. Armenia would receive full sovereignty over 
the Lachin corridor, while Azerbaijan would gain sovereignty over the so-
called Meghri strip, the southernmost part of Armenia‘s Zangezur Prov-
ince. This would make Nakhichevan contiguous with the rest of Azerbaijan 
and eliminate the border between Iran and Armenia. The deal would once 
and for all remove any imperative for Azerbaijanis and Armenians to live 
together, make complicated constitutional systems function, or build mu-
tual trust. A distinct border would be drawn, and the two countries would 
go their separate ways. But what seemed a good deal on paper, especially 
to Western observers, did not go down well in the region.  

To Armenians, giving up sovereign territory in the Meghri area for the 
right to territory Armenia already controlled was anathema. Moreover, by 
losing its link to Iran, Armenia would consign itself to increased depen-
dence on Azerbaijan and Turkey, while giving these two countries an op-
portunity to link their respective mainland territorially—a prospect decried 
as a strategic threat to Armenia‘s security. In Azerbaijan, large segments of 

both the elite and the general population thought it unacceptable to give up 
both Karabakh and the Lachin corridor, the latter being sovereign Azerbai-
jani territory that had been neither autonomous nor Armenian populated, in 
spite of the prospect of a connection to Nakhichevan and Turkey. The terri-
tory gained would be much less than the territory lost, an outcome that 
would later force Aliyev to demand parallel and reciprocal territorial con-
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cession that Kocharyan was in no position to deliver. Aliyev, for his part, 
seems to have been tempted by the geopolitical gains to be made. By giv-
ing up Karabakh, a territory that would be disloyal and generally trouble-
some if ever returned to Azerbaijan, Aliyev saw himself making a chess 
move of historic proportions: he would manage to first of all restore Azer-
baijan‘s physical unity with his home province of Nakhichevan, but much 
more important, he would give mainland Azerbaijan a connection to Tur-
key, which would provide Ankara with an uninterrupted corridor of Turkic 
land all the way to the Caspian Sea and from there into Central Asia. In 
terms of Azerbaijan‘s future security, this was a great prize that Aliyev 

may well have regarded as worth the loss of Karabakh. Yet, feeling the 
pulse of the nation, his advisers disagreed, believing that this deal was not 
only wrong but could rock the entire regime. They wanted nothing to do 
with it. As Zulfugarov put it, he resigned as foreign minister ―in protest at 

the admissibility of even discussing such a project.‖
35  

Larger powers were worried, too. Most of all, Iran was incensed by the 
prospect of losing its land border with Armenia, because that would mean 
the realization of its greatest fear: the reconnection of the two halves of the 
Turanian world—heretofore wedged apart quite usefully by Armenia—

since this development would tie Azerbaijan to Turkey and break the north-
south axis consisting of Russia, Armenia, and Iran that was so wholehear-
tedly supported by Tehran. Moscow was equally worried, as it had no de-
sire for either Turkic unity or any resolution of the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
conflict that was not arbitrated by Russia. Indeed, the deal not only side-
lined Russia but was U.S.-brokered, and epitomized what had been happen-
ing since Chechen separatist forces defeated Russia in August 1996, and 
what President Putin had vowed to stop: the gradual but rapid erosion of 
Russian influence in global politics in general, and among the republics of 
the former Soviet Union in particular. Georgia and Azerbaijan had reas-
serted their independence, pushing for oil exportation outside Russia‘s 

control and even considering the pursuit of membership in the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO). Only Armenia remained tractable, and a 
Karabakh peace deal brokered by the United States could lead Russia to 
lose its last bastion in the South Caucasus. Small wonder, then, that the 
mysterious carnage in the Armenian Parliament led observers both in and 
outside the Caucasus to point fingers at Moscow. The ―lone gunman‖ 

theory made little sense, as the ringleader did not behave like a madman; 
nor did he put forward a good reason for the killings. Indeed, the entire 
episode seemed reminiscent of the tactics of the Russian secret services. 
Many well-placed observers in the Caucasus believed that Russian military 
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intelligence had failed to detect the seriousness of the upcoming peace 
deal, or to head it off through the usual means of diplomatic pressure on 
Armenia‘s leaders. Perhaps, as some suggested, trusted men such as Vaz-
gen Sarkissian had started looking to the United States instead. With only 
days left until the OSCE summit, the argument goes, there was only one 
way to stop the peace deal.  

Whether this account of events is true or not will probably never be 
known. The late KGB colonel Aleksandr Litvinenko, a high-level defector 
who was infamously killed by the Russian secret services by polonium 
poisoning in London in 2006, claimed that this was exactly what happened: 
―The 1999 shootings in the Armenian parliament were organized by Rus-
sia‘s GRU [Main Intelligence Directorate] to prevent the signing of a peace 

agreement resolving the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.‖
36 Whether or not this 

was actually the case, leading policymakers in both Azerbaijan and Geor-
gia, and some in Armenia, were and remain convinced that this was the 
case, and drew their own lessons from it. Most obviously, any leader seek-
ing peace would henceforth look over his shoulder more than once, fearing 
the ―dark forces‖ that might seek to prevent a solution. The incentive struc-
ture now became even more tilted toward the status quo, since the risks of 
compromising and reaching a solution had just passed from the political to 
the existential. 

In subsequent talks, the United States, ostensibly assisted by the other 
Minsk Group cochairs, kept pushing for a solution based on the land swap, 
believing that strong pressure on the two presidents would close the deal. 
As part of a high-level U.S. initiative launched as George W. Bush took 
office; Presidents Aliyev and Kocharyan met in Key West, Florida, in April 
2001, with Secretary of State Colin Powell taking an active role in the 
proceedings. Perhaps because the West had accepted the ―lone gunman‖ 

explanation for the October 27 killings—which leaders in the South Cauca-
sus had not—the U.S. government persevered in an approach that had lost 
its appeal in the region. Severely weakened at this point, Kocharyan back-
pedaled. As Gerard Libaridian has noted, the Armenian president now 
―offered passageway rights to Azerbaijan through or over Meghri in return 
for full sovereignty over the disputed territory. Aliyev had had enough 
trouble selling the initial exchange and was not in a position to accept the 
revised formula.‖

37 If the Key West talks were heralded as a chance for 
peace, that was a fundamental misreading of both the regional situation and 
the domestic position of the two presidents. Following the collapse of the 
talks, the co-chairs of the Minsk Group, led by Ambassador Carey Cava-
naugh of the United States, concluded that the presidents were ―ahead of 
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their people.‖
38 This was true in the sense that nothing had been done to 

inform civil society, opposition groups, or the population at large of the 
contents of the talks. There seemed to be a good reason for this: the inter-
national mediators had tried to pull off a deal in spite of the firm opposition 
of the respective publics. The fact was that the territorial swap had touched 
too many raw nerves in Azerbaijan, Armenia, Iran, and Russia to be a 
workable proposition.  

The failure of Key West sent the Karabakh negotiations into a down-
ward spiral for half a decade. In Armenia, Kocharyan needed to rebuild his 
position, while in Azerbaijan, Aliyev‘s health was worsening and he was 
becoming increasingly occupied with the succession issue. Having failed to 
resolve the Karabakh conflict, Aliyev would be, much against his wishes, 
forced to leave it to his son. With this unappealing prospect very much in 
mind, the Azerbaijani president made a last effort to break the deadlock. In 
August 2002, he met Kocharyan at the Nakhichevani-Armenian border, 
and offered the restoration of economic links, conditional on Armenia‘s 

withdrawal from four of the seven occupied territories to the south of Ka-
rabakh. This was the first time Azerbaijan delinked the restoration of eco-
nomic ties from the status of Karabakh, which would seem to fit Armenia‘s 

interests.39 Nevertheless, Kocharyan refused the offer out of hand. 
Kocharyan‘s refusal to discuss Aliyev‘s offer seemed to strengthen the 

widespread view in Baku that Armenia‘s leadership was not interested in a 

negotiated solution—even one that many considered tantamount to a sel-
lout on Aliyev‘s part. Azerbaijani officials, Ilham Aliyev foremost among 
them, began increasingly to stress that a military solution would not be 
excluded as an option of last resort to restore the country‘s territorial inte-
grity and enable refugees to return to their homes. Once in power, Ilham 
began using oil revenues to increase Azerbaijan‘s defense budget. From an 

estimated $150 million in 2004, it reached $2.4 billion in 2009.40 As he 
publicly noted, Azerbaijan‘s defense budget was now equivalent to the 

entire state budget of Armenia, and growing.41 
 

2006: A Framework Agreement and Interim Status 

 
Peace talks remained on the back burner between 2003 and 2005, as do-
mestic politics dominated the concerns of the two states. Kocharyan fo-
cused on getting returned to office in Armenia‘s March 2003 presidential 

election, and only months after that, attention focused on the succession in 
Azerbaijan, the revolution in Georgia, and the Armenian opposition‘s sub-
sequent failed attempt to lead a copycat revolution in Yerevan in 2004. By 
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late 2004, Ilham Aliyev had consolidated his position enough to take the 
risk of entering renewed peace talks, while Kocharyan had easily wea-
thered the recent storms of political opposition. During this time, the Minsk 
Group had planned for a push for peace. Noting the problem of domestic 
distractions during election years, it concluded that the window of opportu-
nity for a solution would open in 2006. The expected accession of Serzh 
Sarkissian to the Armenian presidency would begin to preoccupy Yerevan 
sometime in mid-2007, with Kocharyan‘s second term coming to an end in 

early 2008.  
For a deal to be implemented, a simple handshake would not be enough: 

arrangements for peacekeeping forces would have to be in place and an 
international donors‘ conference for reconstruction would have to be held. 

All this would take up to a year, and the international community, having 
lived through so many false alarms, would not commit to such measures 
unless the two presidents first agreed to a rudimentary framework agree-
ment that would provide a basis for these steps and, of course, for further 
talks. Given this timeline, this deal had to be reached in the first half of 
2006. Hence, a series of meetings began in Prague in August 2004 that 
came to be dubbed the ―Prague process.‖ The Minsk Group pressed for 
high-level talks in early 2006, to be held at the Rambouillet castle, outside 
Paris.  

With the swap deal discarded, the negotiators now returned to an 
amended version of the earlier concept, this time trying to mix the phased 
and package approaches. The plan called for a general agreement on the 
basic principles of a solution. It foresaw the liberation of the occupied terri-
tories to the east and south of Karabakh, with the status quo inside Kara-
bakh itself accepted for the time being. Some form of interim status would 
be granted to Karabakh, with a final resolution of the status issue deferred 
to some unspecified later time. This arrangement appealed to both parties, 
even though it signified movement on the Armenian side toward the phased 
approach. The main problem, from the Armenian standpoint, was how the 
status of Karabakh could be guaranteed. To that end, Armenia sought to 
include the promise of a referendum on independence even if it would only 
be held many years in the future. To the Armenian side, that would guaran-
tee independence, since no one thought that Karabakh, even given Azerbai-
jan‘s oil wealth, would vote to remain inside Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan was 
wary of the referendum idea, but did not dismiss it out of hand—the ques-
tion would be, of course, who would get to vote in such a referendum. 
Other issues were more problematic to Baku, chief among them the status 
of Kelbajar Province, which Armenia did not want to cede until a Karabakh 
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referendum had taken place. The idea seemed to be to retain Kelbajar as 
security against the prospect that the status of Karabakh would be left in 
limbo. Kelbajar‘s continuance in Armenian possession remained anathema 
to Azerbaijan, although Baku had seemingly accepted that it would not 
regain full control over the Lachin corridor. Baku also seemed to waver 
between positions, apparently interpreting Armenian concessions as signs 
of weakness that should be met by stronger demands by Azerbaijan. This 
irritated both the Armenian side and the mediators. But the Armenian side 
could be just as exasperating. For instance, its insistence on a referendum 
(whose results, if confined to Karabakh itself, would be entirely predicta-
ble) seemed tantamount to going back to demanding Karabakh‘s indepen-
dence in exchange for the return of territories, something Baku had always 
rejected. 

Until a week or two before the Rambouillet meeting, an upbeat atmos-
phere dominated among the Minsk Group cochairs as well as the Armenian 
and Azerbaijani foreign ministers—much as it had prior to the ill-fated Key 
West talks. Azerbaijan‘s Foreign Minister Elmar Mamedyarov, in particu-
lar, was optimistic that a document of some sort would be signed. But at 
the last minute, it became clear that something had changed in Yerevan. 
Shortly before the talks, President Kocharyan adopted a defensive, almost 
negative tone. Contrary to the generally accepted feelings in Armenian 
society, Kocharyan told this author that ―if I want to be a hero [at home], I 

should just say no to everything,‖ adding that he felt resentment toward the 

optimism of the Western representatives who were ―trying to force us to a 

deal.‖
42 Once at Rambouillet, Kocharyan stuck to his hard line, announcing 

that there was no point in talks since Armenia‘s maximum position had 

been laid down and was not negotiable. The meeting subsequently led 
nowhere, dashing the earlier expectations. Whereas seven of nine points in 
a framework agreement had been agreed on, two apparently remained out-
standing—the status of Karabakh and the related matter of the referendum, 
as well as the phasing of the Armenian withdrawal from the occupied terri-
tories west of Karabakh, particularly Kelbajar Province. 
 

The Madrid Ministerial and the Russian Invasion of Georgia 

 
At the OSCE ministerial in Madrid in November 2007, the three mediating 
powers raised the prominence of the Karabakh question by proposing a set 
of principles for its resolution. Significantly, the push was made not by the 
cochairs of the Minsk Group but by high-level officials, the foreign minis-
ters of Russia and France and the U.S. undersecretary of state. The ―Madrid 
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Principles‖ built on the Rambouillet negotiations, essentially reasserting 

the prevalent model on which negotiations had been built: the liberation of 
the five occupied territories to the south and east of Karabakh and the re-
turn of internally displaced persons, while Karabakh itself would remain in 
legal limbo pending a referendum on its final status. Kelbajar would be 
liberated a number of years after the other provinces, possibly pending 
progress on the status of Karabakh, and a portion of the Lachin corridor—
possibly a 20-mile-wide zone—would be allowed to function as a link 
between Armenia and Karabakh. Finally, an international peacekeeping 
mission would be deployed on the ground during implementation of the 
agreement. 

During 2008, however, the regional situation in the South Caucasus 
changed drastically. The Russian invasion of Georgia in August shook the 
region deeply, and brought home the weakness of the West compared to 
Russia‘s relative strength in the region. It also prompted a flurry of Turkish 

activity, with a rapid, though uneasy, rapprochement between Ankara and 
Yerevan that altered the decade-long balances that had more or less en-
dured in the South Caucasus. Russia seized on the moment to push for a 
resolution to the Karabakh conflict. Moscow sought to act on the heels of 
its show of force in Georgia to impose a solution on the two belligerents 
that would cement its own position as arbiter of the peace, including the 
deployment of Russian peacekeepers. Second, the Kremlin undoubtedly 
sought to repair some of the damage to its international standing suffered in 
Georgia by appearing interested in regional peace. Nevertheless, this bid 
also failed, as a November 2008 summit yielded only a watered-down 
resolution signed by Presidents Serzh Sarkissian and Ilham Aliyev, along 
with President Dmitry Medvedev of Russia. Several additional meetings 
between the presidents were organized during 2009, with the other mem-
bers of the Minsk Group gradually regaining a greater role in the Russian-
led process. Moreover, the high-level attention shown by the mediators was 
reinforced by a joint statement issued by the French, Russian, and U.S. 
presidents at the sidelines of the July 2009 Group of Eight (G–8) summit in 
L‘Aquila, Italy. The statement urged ―the Presidents of Armenia and Azer-
baijan to resolve the few differences remaining between them and finalize 
their agreement on these Basic Principles, which will outline a comprehen-
sive settlement.‖

43  
To the Azerbaijani side, Madrid and the ensuing process reinforced the 

emphasis on the step-by-step solution and the immediate return of most of 
the occupied territories and the right of return of internally displaced per-
sons; to the Armenian side, the inclusion of a referendum in Karabakh was 
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taken as a boost to the principle of self-determination for the Karabakh 
Armenians.44 Moreover, Armenian de facto control over Karabakh itself 
until the date of a referendum would be recognized in the framework 
agreement envisaged by the mediators. That would cement Armenian con-
trol over Karabakh, but possibly delay indefinitely a formal decision on the 
status issue. That might, in the end, be a way to allow both Baku and Yere-
van to begin a process of normalization of relations between the two coun-
tries. Baku gradually came to accept the basic outlines of such a deal under 
the right conditions, but that only made the importance of the Lachin and 
Kelbajar aspects of a solution more pressing. If a long-term freeze on the 
status question appeared likely, Baku would need to secure guarantees that 
Kelbajar, in particular, would be liberated even in the absence of a deal on 
Karabakh‘s status. 

Hence, by late 2009 the modalities of a solution to the Armenian-
Azerbaijani conflict were clearer than ever. Nevertheless, what had not 
changed were the geopolitical implications of the conflict, and the fact that 
negotiations were more than ever affected by great-power politics rather 
than local concerns. 

Negotiators and Mediators 

In spite of the ups and downs of the mediation process, the general con-
tours of a settlement to the problem became increasingly clear over time. 
The trick was to find a solution that put Karabakh outside Baku‘s jurisdic-
tion (i.e., there would be no ―vertical relations‖) while keeping it legally 
part of Azerbaijan (in conformance with Baku‘s pledge never to allow the 

independence of Karabakh). Hence, Azerbaijan‘s territorial integrity would 

be preserved while the Karabakh Armenians would enjoy self-
determination. This led to the often mentioned de jure–de facto formula, 
under which Karabakh would have de facto independence but remain, de 
jure, part of Azerbaijan. In fact, status itself was not always the main prob-
lem: Karabakh‘s link to Armenia, security guarantees, and not least the 

status of the territories between Karabakh and Armenia provided equally 
hard nuts to crack. Eventually, it seemed that any solution would require 
the Lachin corridor to at least be outside the de facto control of the Azer-
baijani government, whether that meant, as Armenia desired, Armenian 
control over the corridor, or demilitarization and international supervision, 
which would be more acceptable to Azerbaijan. Given Kelbajar‘s strategic 

position between Karabakh and Armenia, Yerevan sought a similar status 
for that province, but that seemed too much for Azerbaijan to stomach. 
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Baku instead wanted Kelbajar to be returned at the same time as the other 
occupied territories, with the prospect of demilitarization held open.  

If the outlines of a deal were fairly well known, and negotiators ap-
peared close to a settlement on several occasions, why did negotiations 
drag on for years without reaching fruition? Gerard Libaridian has noted 
that a negotiated solution ultimately will depend on three factors: a sense of 
urgency on the part of the parties; sufficient domestic political capital; and 
the combined and determined support of regional and international play-
ers.45 All three factors appear problematic. Both parties have exhibited a 
lack of a sense of urgency, stemming from diverging understandings of the 
effects of an extension of the status quo. Likewise, the level of political 
capital has fluctuated. Although Ilham Aliyev appeared by 2009 to be in a 
sufficiently strong position to deliver a deal, the same might not have been 
true for Serzh Sarkissian, deeply weakened in the wake of the violence that 
followed the presidential election of 2008. As for the regional powers, their 
role had been less than engaged, or in Russia‘s case, deeply equivocal: 
Moscow had made clear it would only support a deal that consolidated its 
dominance over the South Caucasus, something irksome not only to out-
side powers but to the two belligerents, most of all Baku, which would 
likely prefer the status quo to a peace that would imply the presence of 
Russian soldiers on its territory. In addition to Libaridian‘s factors should 

be noted the inherent fallacies of the Minsk Group format itself, discussed 
in a subsequent section.  
 

Time Is on Whose Side? 

 
A leading problem in the search for a solution has been the temptation on 
the part of both parties to think that time is on their side, and that by wait-
ing, they will be able to win a better deal. Baku has the most obvious case 
for thinking along these lines: with oil revenues beginning to flood the 
country, Azerbaijan has since 2005 had the opportunity to rapidly build and 
equip its armed forces. With every year that its military budget doubles, 
Baku sees its negotiating position improve, and hence its chances of getting 
an acceptable settlement. Should negotiations fail, Azerbaijan could retake 
Karabakh militarily, having spent a decade amassing declarations by for-
eign powers accepting it as part of Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan‘s template 
would be Operation Storm, the August 1995 military action that restored 
Croatia‘s control of a breakaway region, the self-proclaimed Republic of 
Serbian Krajina. But such an operation would entail great risks. First, the 
Russian invasion of Georgia showed Moscow‘s readiness to intervene 
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militarily in the South Caucasus. Indeed, the 2008 invasion made clear that 
Moscow could very well intervene against Azerbaijan should Baku seek a 
military solution to the Karabakh conflict without obtaining Russian ap-
proval. Moreover, a military action in Karabakh would bring the wrath of 
the international community down on Azerbaijan. As the Georgian move 
on South Ossetia in 2008 demonstrated—even though it was primarily 
defensive—it is unlikely that Baku could conduct such an operation with-
out committing considerable human rights violations, which experience has 
shown the Armenian side to be highly skilled at exploiting for propaganda 
purposes. Attacking Serbs in 1995 was a relatively low-risk enterprise 
given the revulsion Serbian policies had stirred in Europe. But Armenia has 
managed to largely escape the stigma and international isolation suffered 
by the Serbs in the 1990s, and would hence be in a position to benefit from 
international condemnation and perhaps even sanctions directed against 
Azerbaijan. Western oil interests in Azerbaijan would be unlikely to pre-
vent that.  

Thus, time does not work only in Azerbaijan‘s favor. With every year 

that the Armenian occupation of Karabakh continues, the two populations 
become more distant. Prejudices and mutual hatred are further entrenched, 
and the possibility for peaceful coexistence is further reduced. Indeed, the 
situation in Karabakh has begun to resemble the scenario in Cyprus, where 
time has served only to widen the gap between the communities. As such, 
time could make the prospect of compromise ever more distant, as fewer 
and fewer people remember the times when Azerbaijanis and Armenians 
coexisted peacefully. Aside from this, of course, is the fact that every year 
without a solution means a year of continued hardship and suffering for the 
refugees from Karabakh and the occupied territories, and deeper inculca-
tion of the victim mentality in Azerbaijani society. 

For its part, Armenia‘s leadership has been more divided on the issue of 

time. President Ter-Petrossian obviously had accepted the fact that the 
balance between the two countries was shifting fast in Azerbaijan‘s favor. 

The OSCE Lisbon summit in particular proved an eye-opener, convincing 
Ter-Petrossian that Armenia was rapidly slipping from its advantageous 
position on the international scene. Meanwhile, economic advances such as 
the opening in 1998 of an oil pipeline linking Baku and Georgian Black 
Sea port of Supsa, the subsequent completion of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
pipeline, and the construction of a rail link between the western Turkish 
city of Kars and the eastern Georgian city of Akhalkalaki underlined Ar-
menia‘s self-inflicted isolation from regional development. Georgia and 
Azerbaijan‘s ever closer relations with NATO had a similar effect, prompt-
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ing the Armenian leadership by 2002 to rapidly but discretely jump onto 
the train of NATO cooperation, so as not to be left behind. A sizable por-
tion of the Armenian intelligentsia hence grew worried that Armenia was 
losing its chance for a favorable settlement. Ilham Aliyev‘s confident 

strides to bring his military budget far past the level of Armenia‘s state 

budget only served to deepen Armenian concerns. However, the Karabakh-
born Armenian leadership and Robert Kocharyan in particular never 
bought into this perspective. Instead, they argued, Azerbaijan had far to 
travel before it could challenge Armenia‘s position on the ground. Moreo-
ver, even if Azerbaijan‘s international position improved, Armenia has 
enough allies in Russia and the Armenian diaspora to counter such a 
change. Armenian leaders further argued that international processes 
seemed to be breathing new life into the principle of self-determination, 
citing the examples of independence being achieved through referendum in 
Eritrea and East Timor, and, closer to home, the cases of Montenegro and 
Kosovo. In February 2006, Kocharyan gave voice to this view: ―Today, in 

conflict settlement much more attention is paid to the principle of nations‘ 

self-determination.… Examples we have today, undoubtedly, give an op-
portunity to the Armenian party to work more effectively in this direc-
tion.‖

46 In particular, Kosovo‘s declaration of independence in 2008 had 

the effect of strengthening Armenia‘s resolve, as it meant the creation of a 

second Armenian state in the Balkans—a potential precursor to a second 
Armenian state in the Caucasus. 

In the final analysis, Gerard Libaridian‘s assessment seems apt: ―Time is 

on neither side.‖
47  

 

The Russia Factor 

 
A maxim in the Karabakh peace talks has been that no solution is possible 
without Russia. The 1994 cease-fire talks and the botched 1999 attempt at 
U.S.-led mediation both underlined this reality. And if Russia was more of 
a troublemaker than a help in the 1990s, when Russian diplomat Vladimir 
Kazimirov was Russia‘s Minsk Group co-chair, the official Russian policy 
evolved toward a much more constructive stance after 1999. Some he-
ralded this as a result of Moscow‘s realization that peace in the South Cau-
casus was in Russia‘s interest, and the Western powers generally took a 

Russian change of heart at face value until proven wrong. What many re-
gional analysts were at a loss to understand was why Russia would have 
had a change of heart concerning Karabakh even as it was ratcheting up 
pressure on Georgia that would culminate in a military invasion to uphold 
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Russian domination of the region. Long before the August 2008 war, Rus-
sia imposed a discriminatory visa regime on Georgia that exempted South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia, then illegally began handing out Russian citizenship 
to the near-totality of citizens in these breakaway areas—only to claim later 
that it had the right to protect the rights of ―Russian citizens‖ in these areas. 

Russia then increasingly openly subsidized their governments, armed their 
militaries, and staffed their government offices with personnel from the 
Russian Federal Security Service (FSB). Moscow cut economic ties with 
Georgia to cripple the Georgian economy, and engaged in subversion to 
destabilize its government and in military incidents to intimidate it. Clear-
ly, Russia was not working for peace in Georgia‘s separatist regions, a sign 

that Russian geopolitical zero-sum thinking was still in full vigor.  
Why, then, would Karabakh be different? One possible explanation 

would be the changed atmosphere in Russian-Azerbaijani relations. When 
Vladimir Putin came to power, a bond developed between the onetime 
KGB colonel and Heydar Aliyev, a former KGB general. The two found a 
common language, Putin professed his admiration for Aliyev, and relations 
improved dramatically. Personal relations should not be underestimated in 
this corner of the world, and they did matter in changing Russian policies 
toward Azerbaijan, to Armenia‘s great worry. Putin also wholeheartedly 

endorsed Ilham Aliyev‘s election—not unexpectedly, either for shrewd 
geopolitical reasons or because he had come to power in much the same 
way. But more cautious analysts, especially those who are prone to believe 
that Russia was involved in the 1999 assassinations in Armenia, noted that 
the killings had obliterated chances for a resolution of the Karabakh situa-
tion anytime soon. Russia hence had no need to appear hostile; as long as 
no peace deal was imminent, there was no risk in playing along with the 
Western powers; indeed, some incidental goodwill might accrue. In this 
context, it may be significant that Kocharyan‘s change of heart ahead of the 

Rambouillet talks occurred eerily soon after Russian defense minister Ser-
gei Ivanov‘s visit to the region in late January 2006. Moscow‘s renewed 

push for a deal, in 2009, took place at the time of unprecedented streng-
thening of Russia‘s position in the region. Clearly, Moscow was seeking a 
deal that would lock in its much-improved strategic situation and exclude 
the West from a meaningful role. 

In the final analysis, Russia has long followed an increasingly obvious 
anti-Western campaign, penalizing pro-Western states such as Georgia and 
Ukraine and seeking to squeeze the United States out of Central Asia, 
going so far as to jealously speak out against the European Union‘s inno-
cuous Eastern Partnership initiative. Such policies make Moscow‘s strateg-
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ic intentions relatively clear. With respect to the stalemated conflicts of the 
South Caucasus, Russia has provided abundant evidence that it finds the 
status quo convenient, and does not desire a resolution of the Armenian-
Azerbaijani conflict unless Moscow can be the arbiter of a deal that would 
strengthen its dominance of the region.  
 

The Minsk Group: Fit for Its Purpose? 

 
The Minsk Group format for negotiations has been problematic, to the 
point that its usefulness can seriously be questioned. Several difficulties 
should be noted. 

The first is its complex structure, with three cochairs representing in-
fluential countries that are often at odds. Indeed, as a former U.S. secretary 
of defense privately noted in bewilderment, how could those countries 
resolve a complicated international conflict when they could hardly agree 
on anything themselves? This question may have been somewhat unfair, as 
the cochairs of the Minsk Group have often labored to develop solutions. 
But the problem of reconciling three co-chairs with different interests has 
been a constant one, especially given lingering doubts about Russia‘s 

commitment to peace. France‘s role has provided a further complication. 

The idea of turning the French cochairmanship into an EU cochairmanship 
has been repeatedly advanced, and received support from the two other 
cochairs and the parties, since it would bring a greater European interest 
and potential financial resources to the process of resolution. The only 
country opposing this move has been France, a jealous guardian of its high-
level international engagements. 

Second, the Minsk Group has not stuck to a firm set of principles, such 
as those established at the OSCE Lisbon summit. By moving away, in 
1998, from a phased approach to implementing an agreement, the Minsk 
Group led the parties to believe that no clear boundaries existed within 
which a solution must be found. Especially from the perspective of Azer-
baijan, the Minsk Group failed to uphold the inviolability of its sovereignty 
and territorial integrity, a cornerstone of OSCE principles.48 Indeed, this 
wavering on principle contributed to a futile search for innovative but un-
workable solution models, such as the land swap deal, and hence to the loss 
of time and political capital in the 1999–2001 period. Since 2005, however, 
a more stable and focused agenda has developed, somewhat alleviating this 
problem.  

Third, just as the mechanisms that have existed for conflict resolution in 
Moldova and in Georgia (up to 2008), the Minsk Group dates back to a 
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situation in the early 1990s reflective of an entirely different geopolitical 
reality than the present one, and one in which Russia had a totally domi-
nant regional position. The Minsk Group process has proven more prone to 
change than the other mechanisms, as the inclusion of the United States in 
a prominent capacity in 1997 showed. Yet the format ignores the entry of 
other actors in the region such as the European Union, which could play a 
much more constructive role. The process has hence served foreign policy 
goals of its members unrelated to the conflict. Indeed, at times it has even 
appeared to serve as an excuse for inaction on the part of the international 
community. Far from systematically assigning its best diplomats to the 
Minsk Group, the member states have on occasion made it a short-term 
repository for diplomats awaiting a promotion. As a result, several co-
chairs have served only two years, and the posts have even been sometimes 
left unfilled, or combined with other positions. The high rate of turnover 
and occasional vacancies among the three co-chairs have made it impossi-
ble for the group to work coherently. An added problem has been the occa-
sionally unconstructive attitude of individual cochairs. For example, 
French cochair Henry Jacolin told this author in 2004 that ―you cannot 

force a donkey to drink.‖
49 Apparently seeking to find an idiomatic way of 

expressing the unwillingness of the parties to come to a solution, Jacolin 
said more about the co-chairs‘ attitudes than about the parties‘ intransi-
gence. In the same defensive manner, Russian cochair Nikolai Gribkov 
said in 2002 that ―we do not have magic wands.‖

50 It should be noted that 
the 2001–04 period was the low point in the Minsk Group‘s history: not a 

single proposal was made, and hardly any other activity occurred. But in 
2004, the process was re-energized: Stephen Mann was appointed U.S. 
special negotiator in the former Soviet Union, an assignment that included 
the co-chairmanship of the Minsk Group. Mann had served as a U.S. spe-
cial representative for Caspian Sea energy issues and had done a stint in 
Iraq, and his appointment indicated Washington‘s rediscovery of the con-
flict. Soon enough, Bernard Fassier was appointed to succeed Jacolin on 
France‘s behalf. (Russia had appointed Yuri Merzlyakov in fall 2003.) This 
new cast of characters laid the foundation for an uptick in activity in 2005 
and 2006. The United States named Deputy Assistant Secretary of State 
Matthew Bryza its Minsk Group co-chairman in 2006. Already a high-
ranking State Department official who had extensive experience in the 
South Caucasus, this was a positive step. However, Bryza took on the Ka-
rabakh portfolio in addition to his regular responsibility for all aspects of 
U.S. diplomacy toward the entire region; that raised the prospect that, able 
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as he was, he would not be able there would be no way he could give the 
issue his full attention. 

The apparent failure of the Minsk Group calls into question the useful-
ness of its very concept, which requires that mid-level diplomats of major 
powers with many different policy prerogatives hammer out serious pro-
posals, often in isolation from their political leadership. Indeed, the Minsk 
Group process precludes the appointment of high-level negotiators from 
key states that could work intensively on the conflict. Hence the process 
has received high-level backing only fitfully—for example, when Secretary 
of State Powell participated in the Key West meetings, or when President 
Jacques Chirac got involved in the proceedings at Rambouillet. Showing a 
higher profile in the negotiations, as the United States did when President 
Bill Clinton appointed Richard Holbrooke to help resolve the Balkan con-
flicts of the mid-1990s, will probably be necessary if the conflict is to be 
resolved. Indeed, the appointment of an experienced, high-level U.S. offi-
cial as presidential representative was advanced as an option in a 2004 
paper by S. Frederick Starr.51 An appointee of comparable stature from the 
European Union would complement this move, and contribute further im-
petus toward a solution. Such steps would address the increasingly evident 
need to bypass or significantly revamp the Minsk Group format if real 
progress toward settlement of the conflict is to occur.  

Azerbaijan’s Prospects in Karabakh 

For more than a decade, Azerbaijan has sought to walk the path of negotia-
tion to redress the injustice inflicted on it in the early 1990s. As this 
process has led to repeated cycles of hope and disappointment, the Azer-
baijani leadership has gradually become disillusioned with negotiations. Of 
course, Azerbaijan has its share of the blame for the failure of the talks. For 
years, Azerbaijan stated its readiness to give the Karabakh Armenians the 
―highest degree of self-rule and autonomy,‖ claiming that it would be ―less 

than independence but more than autonomy.‖
52 But Baku‘s stance re-

mained an abstraction, as there was a marked inability or unwillingness to 
articulate what was actually meant by this formula. This in turn led the 
Armenian side to doubt the good faith of the Azerbaijani leadership‘s 

proposition.53 In the early years of the negotiations, this had very much to 
do with a lack of experienced diplomats. At other times, the Azerbaijani 
negotiating position has shown a tendency to waver, mostly in the direction 
of demanding additional concessions. For many years, Azerbaijan‘s insis-
tence on the phased solution may have also been an impediment to a solu-
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tion. But as a whole, the problems on the Azerbaijani side seemed dwarfed 
by the problem of the Armenian government‘s unwillingness—particularly 
during Robert Kocharyan‘s presidency—to seriously consider even deep-
reaching concessions from the Azerbaijani side, a posture that repeatedly 
generated doubt that the Armenian side was at all interested in a solution, 
and suspicion that Yerevan was stalling for time, taking part in negotiations 
mainly to extract maximum concessions from the Azerbaijani side. 

Ilham Aliyev‘s reaction to the failure of the 2006 Rambouillet talks indi-
cates that he had drawn just that conclusion. In a lecture to the Second 
Congress of World Azerbaijanis, on March 16, 2006, Aliyev drew the con-
clusion that had not yet been uttered: 

  
For twelve years, Azerbaijan has lived under a cease-fire regime, but no 
peace has been achieved. Peace talks go on. But for how long? Azerbaijan‘s 

patience is running out. This situation cannot go on forever. We are inter-
ested in the peace talks, but if we see that Armenia‘s involvement is a 

mocking of negotiations, and that Yerevan is not honestly involved but 
seeks to appease the international community, then we will leave the nego-
tiations.54 

 
The speech indicates that Rambouillet had confirmed Aliyev‘s suspicion 

that the Kocharyan government was not interested in a deal, but engaging 
in talks merely to keep from alienating the international community. To 
Aliyev, who reportedly showed a significant degree of flexibility at Ram-
bouillet,55 this implied that participation in the talks would play into Ko-
charyan‘s stalling tactics.  

This situation displayed strong similarities to the Israeli-Palestinian 
peace process. At Camp David in July 2000, Ehud Barak offered Yasir 
Arafat more than he probably could have delivered, only to be rebuffed, 
which led Israel to conclude that Arafat was not interested in peace at all, 
but in extracting maximum concessions.56 A comparable feeling was espe-
cially keen in the Azerbaijani government after Aliyev offered in 2002 to 
end the Azerbaijani economic embargo on Armenia, Baku‘s main bargain-
ing chip, without demanding either the return of all seven occupied prov-
inces or of Karabakh itself as a precondition. The Azerbaijani leadership at 
this point felt that it had now gone out of its way twice, the first time being 
during the ultimately unsuccessful talks at Key West, when Armenia back-
tracked on the Meghri strip, in effect offering Azerbaijan nothing more 
than an elevated highway to Nakhichevan in exchange for Karabakh and 
the Lachin corridor. During 2005–06, after having watched the talks from 
the sidelines during his father‘s tenure, Ilham Aliyev decided to embark on 
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serious talks for himself, if only to confirm this lingering suspicion for 
himself.  

Ilham Aliyev hence faced the dilemma, as he saw it, of an international 
community whose interest in the conflict was lukewarm at best, and an 
Armenia that had no intention of settling, but which had gotten away with 
keeping peace talks running on low fire for more than a decade. The con-
clusion, from Aliyev‘s perspective, was clear. Azerbaijan needed to im-
prove its negotiating position. This could be done only by multiplying 
defense expenditures to make the military option credible, while simulta-
neously calling Yerevan‘s bluff by threatening to walk out of the talks. The 
problem, given the limited nature of U.S. and European attention to the 
problem even after the war in Georgia showed the danger posed by the 
conflicts in the South Caucasus, remained what Azerbaijan would do if a 
settlement was not realistically on the horizon. 

 
 



 
 

162 

8 
Politics and Power in Azerbaijan 

 
 
 
 

The fall of the Soviet Union in December 1991 meant the collapse of insti-
tutions of government that had existed and been built upon since the 1920s. 
But in contrast with the states of Central Europe or the Baltics, Azerbaijan 
had precious little history or tradition of independent statehood to fall back 
on. Its first taste of freedom, the First Republic period (1918–20), fulfilled 
a symbolic purpose that the new post-Soviet leadership could reconnect to 
and pledge continuity with. But in real political terms, that two-year inter-
val of independence offered little in terms of insights, precedents, or prac-
tical guidance on how to set up an Azerbaijani polity in the 1990s. This 
lack of guidance, coupled with the economic collapse and state of war that 
plagued the country‘s first years of independence, put Azerbaijan face-to-
face with state failure by early 1993. At this time, the state had practically 
abdicated some of its most central tasks such as taxation, defense, payment 
of salaries to officials and pensioners, maintenance of public order, and 
control of the monopoly over the use of force. Instead, many of these func-
tions were effectively privatized. A parallel system of economic distribu-
tion emerged, which can be characterized as institutionalized corruption, 
or, more accurately, neofeudalism. The point is that this system emerged 
for a reason: the collapse of the socialist system for distributing economic 
resources and the absence of a new system to take its place. Likewise, the 
provision of order and national defense had been privatized, with this es-
sential state function being taken over by more-or-less autonomous fighting 
forces, over which the government held little sway.  

As has been detailed in chapters 5–6, Azerbaijan has since come a long 
way toward institutionalizing state authority and formalizing the institu-
tions of power and governance. Nevertheless, the formative years of the 
early 1990s created vested interests and forms of social and political inte-
raction that have yet to be undone and that continue to determine the func-
tion of political relations in the country. These forms of interaction reflect 
the continued predominance of informal networks of power. As in most 
developing and postsocialist states, it is not purely institutions that deter-
mine what constitutes power in a polity. This is true of developed states as 
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well, but to a much lesser extent. To put it simply, a person‘s power is not 

simply a function of what is printed on his or her business card—that only 
indicates the official position a person holds in a government hierarchy. 
Indeed, whether a country is developed or developing, a host of other fac-
tors are relevant to the determination of power. These include personality, 
economic and kinship ties, and ideology, among many other attributes of 
groups or individuals. For example, Dick Cheney‘s unprecedented influ-
ence during the George W. Bush administration was not based solely on his 
position as vice president of the United States, but on informal structures 
and networks in America‘s political system. Any country will have what S. 

Frederick Starr calls ―politics A‖ and ―politics B‖—the former implying 
the overt, formalized political system and the latter the informal relations 
and factors that are not usually seen in public but that operate behind the 
scenes.1  

Such informal networks and structures will be particularly strong in de-
veloping countries with little experience of independent politics, inade-
quate social cohesion, limited acceptance of the principle of state authority, 
and weak institutions. Understanding the politics of a country, especially 
one with multiple cross-cutting linkages and underdeveloped state institu-
tions, such as Azerbaijan, requires understanding the factors that determine 
power in that country—that is, the bases of power, and the nature of pow-
er. Without such an understanding, it will be difficult for any outside ob-
server to comprehend the context of Azerbaijani politics, or for that matter 
to understand what measures can be applied to bring about participatory 
government. 

The Nature of Power in Azerbaijan 

The basis of power in any political system is conditioned by a number of 
factors, which can range from the appeal of ideologies to the use of brute 
force, and include personal charisma as well as other claims on loyalty to a 
leadership based on ethnicity, religion, region, tribe, or descent. In Azerbai-
jan, a society in rapid transformation, there has been a relatively rapid tran-
sition in terms of the elements of power that are most important and rele-
vant. The character of these elements, moreover, changes in conjunction 
with a country‘s process of integration with the world community, as it 

sheds an old system while simultaneously facing the challenge of building 
a new one—often without a thoughtfully realized conception of what this 
new system is going to be. The following paragraphs provide a catalog of 
potential factors of power and their relative importance. 
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Ideology  

 
Political ideologies are the cornerstone of the Western model of govern-
ment, with its left-right spectrum as the norm for the development of politi-
cal parties. In a sense, however, this form of government assumes that 
political ideologies are at the center of political loyalties in a given coun-
try—which may not be the case. In Azerbaijan, ideology played an impor-
tant role in the period straddling the end of the Soviet Union and the first 
years of independence, roughly 1988–93. Nationalism and liberal democ-
racy were important elements in the Azerbaijani Popular Front‘s revolution 

against the former Communist leadership. At that time, a group with little 
in terms of financial resources was able to successfully challenge the en-
trenched leadership, partly because the latter was demoralized and lacked 
Moscow‘s support, but also because nationalism had a wide popular fol-
lowing and mobilized large segments of the population. With the collapse 
of the Popular Front government in 1993, and the nationalists‘ propensity 

for extremism and lack of pragmatism, nationalism took a political beating. 
It subsequently reemerged in a different shape among younger Azerbaija-
nis, manifesting their frustration over the unresolved conflict with Arme-
nia. Indeed, a surprising element in Azerbaijani politics is the consensus 
that reigns in terms of ideological questions. The hegemonic position, 
which both the government and the main opposition forces claim to adhere 
to, is a commitment to the building of a secular, liberal, democratic repub-
lic where citizenship is the basis for membership in the national communi-
ty. 

Fascist or ultranationalist parties or groups in Azerbaijan are marginal. 
The ultranationalist Gray Wolves were a factor in the early 1990s. Led by 
then-interior minister Iskender Hamidov, they offered a platform of Pan-
Turkic nationalism and Turkic supremacy. After a focused crackdown 
undertaken by Heydar Aliyev once he took power, the group became large-
ly inactive, although its leader was eventually released from prison. Social-
ist parties exist, but have never posed much of a threat to the ruling elite, 
whose erstwhile Communists successfully transformed themselves into 
―new democrats.‖ Social democrats were united around former president 
Ayaz Mutalibov, who remained in exile in Russia and became known for 
his pro-Russian orientation and left-wing ideology. It is unclear whether 
Mutalibov was a true left-wing politician or merely resorted to left-wing 
ideology as the only available means of staying in the public eye. Azerbai-
jani society has proven markedly unanimous when it comes to its foreign 
policy orientation. Opinion polls show that roughly 85 percent of the 
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people support a pro-Turkish and pro-Western orientation, whereas 10 
percent, chiefly in the older generation, support a pro-Russian orientation 
and 5 percent, primarily in southern border areas, support a pro-Iranian 
stance. The major opposition parties advocate market reforms, freedom, 
human rights, democracy, and civil society, and support the country‘s inte-
gration into Euro-Atlantic political, economic, and security institutions. In 
terms of overt political agendas, they are hence no different from the ruling 
Yeni Azerbaycan Party (New Azerbaijan Party).  

Indicative of general regional trends and a natural reemergence of pre-
viously oppressed religious identity, an increasingly popular ideological 
basis for the pursuit of political objectives has been Islam. The Islamic 
Party of Azerbaijan is one of the better-known forces that have tried to use 
the renewed interest in Islam to engage citizens frustrated with the gov-
ernment, poverty, cultural demoralization, and Westernization. The party‘s 

reputation has been severely damaged, however, by its affiliation with 
various Iranian establishments. The government, for its part, has shown an 
official commitment to Islam by building mosques and respecting Islamic 
values, and the nation‘s top cleric, Sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur Pashazade, 
has been a loyal ally of both Presidents Aliyev and has worked against 
extremist forces. Yet by the early 2000s, radical Islamists had begun to set 
up rival, unofficial Islamic structures. Unofficial Islamic groups sought to 
use aspects of Islam to mobilize the population and establish the founda-
tions for a future political struggle. Nevertheless, as is shown in chapter 10 
of the present volume, by 2010 Islam was still far from being a strong fac-
tor in political mobilization, though isolated instances of Islam-based mo-
bilization could be observed. 

Azerbaijani nationalism, in and of itself an ideology, has the potential 
for greater popularity deriving from rising separatist feelings in Azerbaijani 
areas of northern Iran and, in particular, the unresolved conflict in Moun-
tainous Karabakh. The majority of Azerbaijanis feel humiliated by their 
defeat in the Karabakh war, and any would-be leader who succeeds in tap-
ping into this feeling could find himself in possession of a political trump 
card. Most crucially, the possible synthesis of Azerbaijani nationalism with 
some form of Islamic ideology is a distinct possibility, especially if a feel-
ing of estrangement from the Western community of nations persists and 
grows. Unlike Turkey, Azerbaijan does not have the powerful ideological 
legacy of secularism, and the decline of Turkish secularism under the Is-
lamic conservative Justice and Development Party (AKP) government also 
has had repercussions in Azerbaijan. While the founder of Turkey‘s secular 

republic, Kemal Atatürk, is widely admired, and his principles widely res-
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pected in the country, the conflict with Armenia has bred frustration that is 
increasingly being answered by a combined Islamic and nationalist senti-
ment, especially among younger people. This has become evident in the 
emerging youth culture in Azerbaijan.  

On the whole, ideology is not a leading influence on power relations in 
Azerbaijan. The experience with communism and the disappointing per-
formance of the Popular Front—both partially regarded as failures of ideo-
logically motivated politics—have acted as ideological turnoffs for many 
Azerbaijanis. 
 

Violence and Paramilitary Forces 

 
With the decline of the Soviet central government and the growing conflict 
with Armenia over Karabakh, Azerbaijan became an arena for the competi-
tion of paramilitary forces. Especially until 1995, armed groups strongly 
influenced decision making, and precipitated several attempts, some suc-
cessful, to overthrow the legal government of the country.  

Some of the paramilitary groups were connected to forces fighting the 
Armenians, while others were based in Baku, for example, Iskender Hami-
dov‘s Gray Wolves, whom the Popular Front interior minister used against 
his political rivals in the capital. Hamidov had also led the Popular Front 
groups that overthrew the Mutalibov regime in 1992, organizing a march 
toward Parliament and capturing key state institutions. During 1993–94, it 
was Surat Huseynov‘s control over military forces that gave Huseynov 
sufficient strength to force Popular Front standard-bearer Abulfez Elçibey 
out of the presidency and into internal exile. Indeed, Huseynov had no 
ideology and no strong regional backing, although he became a de facto 
chieftain in the Gandja-Yevlakh region. He was propelled to power through 
Russian support and money, but mainly by his control over armed men. In 
1995, the OMON (special-purpose police) forces led by Rovshan Javadov 
revolted against Heydar Aliyev, intending his overthrow. This time, Presi-
dent Aliyev used army and police forces against Javadov, crushing the 
rebellion. The numerous casualties included Javadov himself. This was the 
last open fighting involving paramilitary groups in Azerbaijan and become 
a turning point in the nation‘s history of violent confrontations. As dis-
cussed in chapter 5, armed movements were used not only by politicians 
with national ambitions, but also by minority ethnic groups to weaken the 
authority of the central government. Aliakram Hümbatov‘s abortive at-
tempt to declare an independent Talysh-Mugan republic testifies to the 
crucial role played by paramilitary force in the early 1990s. 
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The year 1995 was indeed the turning point. President Aliyev effectively 
cracked down on all armed groups that were not under the control of the 
central authorities, and succeeded in establishing a state monopoly over the 
use of force. The army, police, and border guards were centralized under a 
single command, and through 1998 the government conducted a massive 
campaign of confiscating illegal arms from the public and reclaiming the 
streets from gangs. Today, there is at least on the surface no challenge to 
the monopoly over the use of force. However, the resilient power of 
strongmen in the law enforcement sector should not be underestimated. 
Interior Minister Ramil Usubov, for example, is not believed to be one of 
President Aliyev‘s favorite ministers; but his powerful influence over the 
police forces may be one reason that has kept him in his seat since April 
1994. Likewise, the power of Emergency Situations Minister Kemaleddin 
Heydarov is based in part on that ministry‘s paramilitary forces. The de-
gree to which armed formations in these ministries are loyal to the state or 
to their ministers would only be clarified if the minister were asked to leave 
his post. That has yet to happen. 

It is hard to say, of course, whether some future weakening of central au-
thority, political instability, or a change in government could lead to the 
emergence of new claimants to the means of force—for example, through a 
fractionalization of the police and armed forces. But it is clear that the 
governing structures learned an important lesson from the early 1990s: that 
the monopoly over the use of force had to be jealously guarded by the gov-
ernment, certainly influencing intra-elite reslationships.  
 

Regionalism 

 
For a system based, in part, on relationships of trust between individuals, 
regionalism has achieved a unique position in power politics, because the 
foundation for trust within elite circles has traditionally been based largely 
on regional identities. Being from a particular region or town can either 
foster the rise of political hopefuls up the rungs of the government ladder 
or preclude their success in politics from the onset.  

Regionalism in Azerbaijan is a result of the country‘s historical fragmen-
tation into rival khanates, which fostered the growth of local allegiances 
and delayed the development of national identity until the twentieth cen-
tury—a process no different from that experienced in Italy and Germany, 
which each became unified only in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. As a result, a person‘s place of origin is an important element in the 
characteristics ascribed to that person in society, given the prevailing ten-
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dency to stereotype people based on their geographic origin. Geographic 
origin is understood to be a determinant of a person‘s culture, traditions, 
and family networks. Added to this are the differences in dialect among the 
regions of Azerbaijan, which remain significant despite the country‘s small 

size. 
The contestants in the struggle for political power in modern Azerbaijan 

are connected, in many cases, with one of a number of regionally asso-
ciated networks, often referred to as ―clans.‖ Five regions are most closely 

associated with these: Nakhichevan, present-day Armenia (the ancestral 
home of many members of the ―Yeraz‖ clan), southeastern Georgia (the 
ancestral home of the ―Graz‖ clan), Karabakh, and the Baku-Shirvan area. 
(With the exception of Baku-Shirvan, all of these areas have been, at one 
time or another, home to communities of ―diaspora Azerbaijanis.‖) As for 

the southern Talysh networks, they have failed to become a significant 
force in politics, but instead dominate the religious hierarchy in the coun-
try.  

In the 1960s, a decade that culminated in Heydar Aliyev‘s rise to power 

as a Soviet leader, the Azerbaijani Communist leadership worked to ―Aze-
rify‖ cosmopolitan Baku by inciting thousands of Azerbaijanis from the 
outlying regions to move to the capital. Accommodating people from rural 
regions is the role of a metropolis in a time of economic growth anywhere, 
but in Azerbaijan‘s case the process was sped up for political reasons. Mi-
grants brought with them elements of their own culture as well as their own 
personal networks that remained based in their regions of origin. As a re-
sult, regionally based networks of influence developed in both the economy 
and politics of the country. Interestingly, the groups that were the most 
successful at imposing their influence on the politics of the country were 
the diaspora Azerbaijanis living along the western edge of Azerbaijani-
populated areas: the Nakhichevani, Yeraz, and Graz communities. The 
experience of being surrounded by an alien and occasionally hostile envi-
ronment was instrumental in helping these groups gain the upper hand in 
the political domain.  

Most prominent of all were the Nakhichevanis. As Heydar Aliyev him-
self came from Nakhichevan, he mainly used Nakhichevanis as his power 
base, appointing natives of the region to governmental and academic posi-
tions because anticipations of regional loyalty made it more likely that he 
could trust them. This ensured Aliyev‘s own political survival and streng-
thened the resilience of his political base, and indeed was a key factor al-
lowing him to return to power and consolidate his rule in the mid-1990s. 
The people he had once appointed were still in government, and welcomed 
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back their former benefactor, while his opponents had not yet been able to 
replace the Communist-era cadres. 

During its short tenure in power, the Popular Front government claimed 
to work against regionalism, appointing ministers from throughout the 
country. However, President Elçibey as well as many other members of the 
Popular Front were natives of Nakhichevan or were Yerazi. Isa Gambar 
and Ali Kerimli, however, hailed from the greater Karabakh region. After 
Aliyev returned from Nakhichevan to take power in 1993, he used the sup-
port of Nakhichevanis and Yerazi to consolidate power. Nakhichevani 
power brokers included the Head of the Presidential Administration, Ramiz 
Mehdiyev, erstwhile speaker of Parliament Rasul Guliyev, national securi-
ty minister and onetime Azerbaijan KGB chief Namik Abbasov, and Mi-
nister of Social Welfare and Labor Ali Nagiyev. The Yeraz grouping was 
led by Minister of Health Ali Insanov and Speaker of Parliament Murtuz 
Aleskerov. Nevertheless, many ministers, including those controlling pow-
er ministries, were not part of either group, including the powerful minister 
of the interior, Ramil Usubov, who hails from Karabakh but served in 
Nakhichevan in the 1980s, and Minister of Defense Safar Abiyev, from the 
Lezgin north of the country. While the government has been more balanced 
than publicly acknowledged, it goes without saying that the ―real‖ positions 

of power within it have been related more to clan membership than to a 
position at the helm of a bureaucratic unit. 

By the end of 1990s, as the ruling power and economic resources of the 
country became dominated by the Nakhichevani and Yerazi groupings, a 
rivalry between them gradually emerged. Heydar Aliyev skillfully played 
upon this rivalry, promoting and punishing each side at different times and 
thus preventing the rise and consolidation of either clan. In the absence of 
an institutional division of power, the two clans in many ways provided a 
system of ―checks and balances.‖ That changed in 2005, however, when 

Ilham Aliyev, undoubtedly believing the Yerazi leaders were part of a plot 
against him, fired and jailed Ali Insanov and prevented Aleskerov from 
being re-elected as Speaker of parliament. Since then, the balance in the 
system has gradually slipped, allowing the Nakhichevani leadership to 
consolidate its influence. 

Regionalism is not solely an attribute of the government: some opposi-
tion parties function within the same framework. The long-time leader of 
the Azerbaijani National Independence Party, Etibar Mamedov, is Yerazi, 
and consequently his party was known for its strong Yeraz character. Re-
gionalism can transcend the government-opposition divide: during the 
1998 election, government officials of the Yeraz clan allegedly covertly 
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supported Mamedov‘s presidential candidacy because they felt margina-
lized by their Nakhichevani rivals. The Azerbaijani Democratic Party 
(ADP), headed by Rasul Guliyev, is based on a strong cadre from Nakhi-
chevan. From exile in the United states, Guliyev appointed Nakhichevanis 
to most of the prominent positions in the party. Former president Mutali-
bov is popular chiefly among residents of his own native Baku and the 
Apsheron Peninsula, which explains the otherwise counterintuitive support 
he enjoys from the Islamist groups centered in Nardaran, a village on the 
peninsula‘s north side. Support for Mutalibov is often based on deep anta-
gonism toward the Nakhichevanis and Yeraz, who are perceived as having 
come to Baku and taken power from the Baku elite. Müsavat, on the other 
hand, is led by people from the greater Karabakh area, most notably Isa 
Gambar. But Müsavat is less affected by regionalism than the other opposi-
tion parties, and Gambar has consciously built his political platform on 
opposition to the Nakhichevani clan and in opposition to regionalism.  

Though regionalism is entrenched, it should not be regarded as an all-
purpose explanation for the country‘s politics. It is only one among several 

factors, and one that appears to be in retreat, given the gradual homogeni-
zation of Azerbaijani society and the reduction of regional differences in an 
age of national integration and globalization. Moreover, compared to his 
father, Ilham Aliyev appears less driven by regionalism. Ilham Aliyev grew 
up not in Nakhichevan in the 1920s but in Baku in the 1960s, and later in 
Moscow. Hence, his formative experiences were more cosmopolitan and 
multicultural. Indeed, he has shown himself more inclined to staff his gov-
ernment with young, business-oriented politicians than with individuals 
chosen simply on the basis of regionalism. However, for much of the ―old 

guard‖ that remains influential, regionalism is clearly a chief determinant. 
 

Personality 

 
Strong personal authority has been an important characteristic of politics in 
Azerbaijan since medieval times, when kings and khans dominated the 
political arena and practically no democratic institutions existed. As a polit-
ical factor, personality grew in importance during Heydar Aliyev‘s tenure, 

for the simple reason that his overwhelming and charismatic personality 
dominated the country. 

Both the ruling party and the opposition parties were united around 
strong leaders in the 1990s. Azerbaijan‘s political parties are in no sense 

democratic, instead being led by more-or-less charismatic figures who 
control their party structures as hierarchically run fiefdoms. As was seen in 
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2005, when Etibar Mamedov floated the idea of retiring from politics, only 
to see his party immediately begin to crumble, most of the country‘s politi-
cal parties would probably collapse without their leader. The leader is 
usually the primary financier of the party as well as the ideologist behind 
the party platform, if there is one. In such an environment, ideological 
platforms and issue-based programs have a hard time gaining traction. The 
sway of personalism is such that people often refer to a party by its leader‘s 

name rather than by the name of the party itself. For instance, in the 2000 
parliamentary elections, when party lists still existed, the election staff 
counting the ballots witnessed by this author in Baku‘s industrial district 

would say ―one Isa‖ or ―one Rasul,‖ using the first names of party leaders 

Isa Gambar or Rasul Guliyev rather than their respective parties‘ names: 

Müsavat and the ADP. Since Ali Kerimli‘s replacement of Abulfez Elçibey 

as head of the Popular Front after the latter was forced from the presidency 
and into exile in 1993, no major political party in Azerbaijan other than 
New Azerbaijan has experienced a change of leadership.  

It will likely be a long time before the political situation in Azerbaijan 
changes in such a way that people will vote on the basis of party platforms 
and not simply in support of a particular leader. For this to happen, parties 
will probably need to survive several leadership cycles, and make a con-
certed effort to introduce their platforms to the voting public. In the mean-
time, the government‘s decision in 2003 to replace the party list system for 
parliamentary elections with the single-mandate constituency system will 
continue to have the effect of impeding that process, in that it empowers 
individual candidates—and thereby, personality—at the expense of politi-
cal institutions. 

Ilham Aliyev‘s succession to his father‘s office and the aging of the first 

generation of opposition politicians may nevertheless have weakened the 
force of personality in Azerbaijani politics. Given Ilham‘s relative youth in 
a cabinet dominated by elder statesmen from his father‘s tenure, the advent 

of his administration necessarily implied a shift toward the vesting of pow-
er in the institution of the presidency rather than the personality of the pres-
ident. Likewise, by the late 2000s the old guard of the opposition, many of 
whom had held their party posts since 1993, were facing growing chal-
lenges to their authority. As younger forces assert themselves in the politi-
cal opposition, it remains to be seen whether they will grow to prominence 
on the basis of personality politics or by building party institutions. 
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External Players 

 
Azerbaijan, like the rest of the states of the South Caucasus, is a small 
country located at a strategically vital regional crossroads surrounded by 
regional and great powers. This means that the Azerbaijani political scene 
has always been sensitive to political changes in Russia, Turkey, Iran, and, 
to a lesser extent, the United States. But this is not merely a matter of geo-
graphical proximity. Further complicating the situation are the facts that 
Azerbaijan is a former Soviet republic and that a large portion of northern 
Iran is populated by ethnic Azerbaijanis. In the early days of independence, 
external influence meant direct interventions and covert support for various 
groups with clear ties to patrons abroad. More recently, external influence 
has taken on different forms. Under Heydar Aliyev, Azerbaijan established 
itself as a relatively independent player in the region. By comparison with 
Armenia, heavily dependent on Russia, and Georgia, heavily dependent on 
the West, Azerbaijan has a much more independent standing and an en-
suing freedom of movement in its foreign policy, as is detailed in chapter 
11. This means that although elements of foreign interference remain, the 
focus on the part of external powers has shifted to promoting one‘s agenda 

through domestic groups and trying to achieve domestic legitimization of 
that agenda. Moscow, for instance, began in 1999 to significantly tone 
down its belligerent rhetoric toward Azerbaijan; instead, it began to woo 
the incumbent government and simultaneously to work hard to develop 
domestic groups with a broadly pro-Russian orientation. This was done 
partly through education, though much less than in the Soviet days; 
through the continuation and expansion of Russian-language broadcasts to 
Azerbaijan (until they were curtailed in 2007); and by means of a growing 
economic presence in the country. Moreover, the large numbers of Azer-
baijani migrant workers in Russia proved to be an important instrument of 
influence for Moscow. Transfers from these migrant workers to their fami-
lies became a major factor in Azerbaijan‘s economic growth, a develop-
ment that has given Moscow leverage.  

In spite of strong pro-Turkish sentiment among many Azerbaijanis, and 
close cultural and linguistic links between their country and Turkey, Anka-
ra has failed to achieve its full potential for a strong Turkish presence in 
Azerbaijan. Azerbaijanis perceive a lack of interest and effort on the part of 
Turkey, but also point to policies that have led them to feel badly treated by 
the Turks—especially the frequent big-brotherly attitude. It should be 
noted, though, that Turkey has helped train and otherwise develop the 
Azerbaijani military‘s officer corps and has increased access to broadcasts 
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of Turkish television in Azerbaijan (which has had the incidental effect of 
making the Azerbaijani language more closely resemble Turkish). Yet 
politically, Ankara‘s ill-advised rapprochement with Armenia in 2009 hurt 
its position with Azerbaijan significantly (see chapter 14). Moreover, Tur-
kish influence is not homogeneous: Turkish religious groups, such as the 
Fethullah Gülen community, have developed a constituency in Azerbaijan 
that may be in line with the interests of the AKP, but not with earlier Tur-
kish governments. 

Iran has been much more active, both applying direct military pressure 
and seeking to develop an Azerbaijani domestic constituency. Tehran, of 
course, is investing in strengthening the influence of ideology, specifically 
Shiite Islamic radicalism. Areas with a strong presence of Iranian preachers 
and schools, such as Azerbaijan‘s conservative south, already see the 
emergence of religiously motivated conservatism, not least in the social 
opinions recorded by pollsters in these areas. Most visibly, however, Te-
hran showed its influence by injecting a strong dose of Shiite radicalism 
into the violent confrontation in 2002 between the government and the 
residents of Baku‘s suburb of Nardaran. The disturbances in Nardaran 
clearly marked Iran as one of the external players working to influence 
Azerbaijani politics through domestic groups.  

While the United States and the Western bloc more broadly have in-
vested in Azerbaijan both by economic means and through educational 
exchanges and support for civil society, the Western presence nevertheless 
remains much less prominent than Western observes would normally like 
to believe. There are no Western TV stations available in Azerbaijan for 
the general public, and the West‘s impact on basic education, an area 

where Russia and Turkey are active, has been miniscule.  
Although the more-or-less open endorsement of Ilham Aliyev by Turkey 

and Russia was a significant element in the symbolic politics of the 2003 
presidential campaign, foreign forces are not as prominently on the minds 
of the voters as they were in the 1990s. One of the results of the stability 
established in Azerbaijan has been that politics has turned somewhat in-
ward. The factor of external influence in Azerbaijani politics thus continues 
to be present, but is itself changing, reflecting the changes in Azerbaijan‘s 

domestic political thinking. 
 

The Population 

 
Azerbaijan‘s people are often considered a secondary force in the politics 

of the country. On a superficial level and under normal conditions, such an 
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assessment appears correct. Their votes have never been permitted to de-
termine the outcome of an election or to remove an incumbent from office; 
nor does the population participate in politics to a great extent. Yet at turn-
ing points in the history of Azerbaijan, the people have influenced political 
outcomes either by acting or, equally important, by failing to act. In the 
spring of 1992, it was popular support for the Popular Front against the 
widely unpopular Communist Party under Ayaz Mutalibov that ensured the 
transfer of power that put an end to Mutalibov‘s rule. It was the same 

people‘s total disillusionment with President Elçibey and the Popular Front 
that only a year later allowed an illegitimate and externally supported ma-
verick commander, Surat Huseynov, to march on Baku unhindered to un-
seat the government. In 1994, when the same maverick commander tried to 
unseat President Aliyev, it was the people showing up in thousands on the 
streets outside the presidential palace that prevented the coup from suc-
ceeding, precipitating Huseynov‘s demise.  

The level of the public‘s participation and interest in political develop-
ments is therefore the most crucial determinant of the people‘s power. In 

this sense, implicit public legitimacy is an important factor in the politics of 
Azerbaijan. The opposition parties during Heydar Aliyev‘s rule were se-
verely tarnished by memories of their brief and ineffective period in gov-
ernment, although some leaders seemed able to gradually remodel them-
selves. But the disunity among the opposition, and its lack of an alternative 
political program, was a severe liability and led to popular disillusionment. 
In 1998, Ali Kerimli told this author that the opposition would never come 
to power unless and until it made peace with the mistakes of its time in 
government and moved on. This did not happen in the subsequent decade, 
even though Kerimli, the leader most cognizant of the problem, put his 
belief into action by ending his 2003 campaign for president for the sake of 
a unity candidacy that, in the end, never quite materialized. 

By the same token, the widespread conviction that the ruling elite is 
hopelessly corrupt has led to broad popular disillusionment with the gov-
ernment. This implies, in the short term, that less than popular political 
figures are competing against one another; it also means that a political 
figure who commanded loyalty and was able to give hope to large seg-
ments of the population could fill a huge vacuum and mobilize public sup-
port into a powerful force.  

Ilham Aliyev and most of the opposition have both failed to attract popu-
lar enthusiasm. Despite what the opposition anticipated when he came to 
power, Aliyev does not lack legitimacy and popularity. Indeed, he has been 
able to build a relatively strong popular following, a task facilitated by 
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windfall oil revenues, but he does not generate widespread enthusiasm 
either. In recent years, only Isa Gambar has proved capable of pulling 
crowds numbering in the tens of thousands of people, and then did so only 
at the very end of the 2003 presidential campaign as it became apparent 
that he was the only credible opposition candidate. Yet Gambar‘s associa-
tion in the public perception with postelection violence greatly reduced his 
public appeal. By using means of pursuing power that were widely seen as 
illegitimate, Gambar undermined his own standing, especially given the 
fact that his tactics recalled his involvement with the 1992–93 Popular 
Front debacle. 
 

Financial Resources 

 
Control over financial resources has been one of the most important factors 
of power in Azerbaijan since independence. The generally low level of 
income in the country, compounded by a high level of corruption, a large 
black market, and a lack of transparency in the country‘s financial sector, 

facilitated a concentration of wealth, particularly in the hands of govern-
ment officials and people with close government connections, who later 
used that money in the struggle for power. 

The most vivid example of this phenomenon is former speaker of Par-
liament Rasul Guliyev. At the beginning of the 1990s, Guliyev was the 
director of Azerbaijan‘s largest oil refinery, and thus had access to millions 
of petrodollars. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the central planning 
system collapsed as well, thus creating additional opportunities for Guliyev 
to accumulate wealth, which he used in part to finance various political 
groups within the Popular Front and, later, among Heydar Aliyev‘s suppor-
ters. He was soon promoted to deputy prime minister and in 1993 became 
speaker of Parliament. While in the latter position, Guliyev used his wealth 
for patronage purposes, buying gifts for parliamentary deputies and gov-
ernment officials, thereby creating a network of supporters. He developed 
an aura of generosity, and sponsored scholarships for athletes, students, and 
artists. With his influence growing, largely due to his expanding support 
base, he began to openly challenge President Aliyev, who forced him to 
resign in 1996. Guliyev then moved to the United States, where he has 
lived ever since, positioning himself in opposition and creating the ADP. 
The Azerbaijani government opened criminal proceedings against Guliyev 
in 1997, accusing him of embezzling up to $80 million in government 
funds, though his personal fortune was believed to be several times larger.  
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Guliyev channeled his gains to the ADP in order to weaken the regime, 
and thus eventually to come to power. With its relatively ample financial 
resources and a core group of die-hard supporters who could be counted on 
to turn out for antigovernment demonstrations, as they did during the 2003 
election, the ADP carved out a niche among the other opposition parties on 
the political landscape. In the 2003 presidential election, Guliyev‘s origins 

in Nakhichevan helped calm the fears of government officials of what 
could happen should the opposition take over, but the ADP‘s financial 

clout was likely the main reason Isa Gambar allied with him instead of 
Etibar Mamedov in the run-up to the election. Guliyev has deployed his 
wealth strategically: while the ADP remains his main political vehicle in 
Azerbaijan, he is known to have contributed funds to other political parties 
in the opposition. Despite his lack of political sophistication and the wide-
spread public perception that he has engaged in corrupt deals, the fact that 
Guliyev remained a central political player more than a decade after he left 
Azerbaijan is testimony to the power of money in Azerbaijani politics. 

Transparency International and World Bank surveys routinely classify 
Azerbaijan‘s level of corruption as among the highest in the world. In 

Transparency‘s 2009 survey, Azerbaijan ranked 142nd of 180 countries. 
Indeed, corruption has become endemic in almost every sphere of life, 
from industry to education, health, and social services. Its root causes are 
well known: low salaries, lack of accountability and transparency, the ab-
sence of strict government control or an efficient system of punishment, 
gaps in legislation, and excessive bureaucracy in licensing procedures, as 
well as a general lack of respect for law. 

Corruption is nothing new: it flourished during Soviet times and during 
the Popular Front period. Neither Aliyev administration has done much to 
suppress it. On the other hand, unlike the administration of Eduard She-
vardnadze in Georgia (1993–2003), corruption became centralized and kept 
within a narrow elite network. Critics often argue that this was due to the 
Aliyev cronies‘ appetite, that explanation is simplistic. In fact, in a col-
lapsed economy, corruption becomes a feudal-style alternative system for 
keeping the state together. In the absence of loyalties based on ideology or 
respect for law, the redistributive effect of corruption serves as a legitimiz-
ing factor and a way to maintain the support of the elite and the power 
ministries. As in a feudal system, certain economic functions are delegated 
under the control of a bureaucrat in exchange for loyalty. Heydar Aliyev‘s 

driving force was always power and never money, and control over legal as 
well as illegal financial flows became instrumental to his acquisition and 
maintenance of political power. Indeed, ministers making political use of 
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an independent financial base were, and continue to be, systematically 
targeted by the government. Guliyev was forced out in 1996; so was Hasan 
Hasanov, a former foreign minister and prime minister who headed the 
Graz clan. More recently, Ilham Aliyev deposed and jailed the powerful 
oligarch and minister of the economy Farhad Aliyev (no relation) in 2005. 

Consequently, corruption at the highest levels of politics fulfills a politi-
cal rather than an economic purpose: simply put, controlling the country 
would be impossible without control over the largest flows of money in the 
country. Moreover, the government under Heydar Aliyev in particular 
showed a capacity to crack down on corruption when and where that 
proved necessary. For example, in 1998 reports of runaway corruption at 
Baku‘s international airport led President Aliyev to call an emergency 
meeting and subsequently to crack down on airport corruption (see chapter 
5). A similar situation occurred in 2002, when Aliyev moved against cor-
ruption in the field of licensing for small and medium-size enterprises. 
What these specific examples highlight is the propensity of the Azerbaijani 
government to use anticorruption measures as a tool periodically required 
to improve the country‘s international reputation, to ensure the functioning 
of important state institutions, and to prevent the emergence of (or to dis-
credit) rival centers of wealth. This logic has led the government to file 
several corruption suits against government officials, and subsequently 
punish them by either firing them, forcing them into exile, or imprisoning 
them. This happened to Guliyev and to Hasanov, who in 1998 was accused 
of embezzling funds for the construction of diplomatic buildings; in 2003, 
former Baku deputy mayor Eldaniz Lahijev received an eleven-year prison 
sentence for embezzling nearly $600,000 in U.S. Embassy funds. The 
funds had been designated as compensation for the residents of apartment 
buildings on property purchased by the embassy. 

The government appears to view corruption as a threat when it chal-
lenges political power. Thus, it seeks to exercise tight control over financial 
flows, especially those from other states, most notably Russia and Iran, but 
also the West. This is also why Azerbaijan‘s casinos were closed in 1997: 

they represented a convenient vehicle for moving large sums of money 
undetected within the country. The government has also been known to 
pressure entrepreneurs believed to be involved in dubious enterprises to 
invest illicit funds in legitimate projects, where financial transactions are 
easier to control.  

In the later days of Heydar Aliyev‘s tenure, however, a more lax ap-
proach to high-level officials gained ground. Rather than keep the cabinet 
in an iron fist, Aliyev allowed his barons to consolidate their fiefdoms. 
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That did not change under Ilham Aliyev, who has removed only a few of 
these barons—most visibly in his 2005 crackdown, but hardly any since 
then. Indeed, these barons have been able to operate their fiefdoms, and 
associated patronage networks, with little or no oversight from the presi-
dential administration. It should not be assumed that the latter is even fully 
aware of the machinations that take place in various sectors of the econo-
my, or that it can easily intervene to address them. Rather, there appears to 
be an unwritten rule that such feudal-style systems are tolerated as long as 
complete loyalty to the president is assured, and as long as the baron in 
question does not become too powerful. 

At a lower level, the fight against corruption remains mostly inactive, 
despite sporadic anticorruption drives initiated for external consumption 
and to keep the government functioning. The problem of corruption has 
reached a critical stage in the armed forces and law enforcement, to the 
point of becoming a hindrance to the efficient development of the Azerbai-
jani internal and external defense and policing systems. Education is also 
rife with corruption, to the particular detriment of future generations, as are 
the science professions. Most important, corruption has become the social 
norm. At the same time, money, often illegally accumulated, has become a 
vital factor of power, determining the strength of potential political candi-
dates. For this reason, the ruling party has successfully cut off the opposi-
tion from financial resources simply by threatening or punishing business-
men who are known to fund opposition parties. 

Uprooting the problem of corruption would hence be very difficult even 
assuming that the political will to do so was present, since corruption forms 
the power base of the many potentates who individually and collectively 
constitute political forces that cannot be ignored. Threatening the networks 
of corruption would immediately undermine the president‘s position; seek-
ing to exercise indirect control over these networks may hence the best the 
government can do, unless it is willing to challenge the entire neo-feudal 
system in the way that Mikheil Saakashvili did in Georgia, a much smaller 
country with considerably lower stakes involved. Especially when the 
country‘s economy was only slowly recovering from the post-Soviet col-
lapse, when tax revenues were nonexistent and oil revenues merely a hope, 
little of substance could be done to eradicate corruption. But as Azerbaijan 
develops, entrenched corruption networks will be a major impediment to 
development and especially to the diversification of the economy, as well 
as a source of discontent that could pose the single largest challenge to 
President Ilham Aliyev‘s popularity and popular legitimacy. President 
Aliyev has repeatedly indicated that he understands this problem. First of 
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all, the creation of a ―State Oil Fund,‖ described in more detail in the next 

chapter, is an example: Aliyev realized that the billions of dollars that were 
to come into the economy could not be allowed to be disbursed and divided 
among hungry government officials. Allowing that would have led to 
chaos, as it would have bred rivalries among the leading oligarchs, allowed 
them to threaten the ruling circle‘s position, and to provoke substantial 

popular frustration. As such, a tightly monitored oil fund regularly audited 
by international companies was instituted. In addition, to the surprise of the 
West, Azerbaijan was one of the first countries to join the Extractive Indus-
tries Transparency Initiative, sponsored by British prime minister Tony 
Blair; it even became a pilot state in that initiative. As it happens, the inter-
ests of the president and those of transparency coincided. The downside is 
that the transparency only functions in the inflow of money: once money is 
transferred from the oil fund to the regular budget, it is exposed to the cor-
rupt practices prevalent within the regular government ministries and agen-
cies. 

The Evolution of the Nature of Power 

The interplay among the many elements that make up political power in 
Azerbaijan puts certain tendencies on plain display. First and foremost, 
personal authority and financial resources are leading factors that are un-
likely to lose importance anytime soon. Personality remains an important 
political factor even in more horizontally structured Western societies, and 
the continuing focus on personality in countries with a level of develop-
ment and social structure roughly comparable to that of Azerbaijan—

Turkey, to name only one rather more developed example—indicates that 
personalities will remain more important than political programs over the 
foreseeable future. Personal authority is relevant in various ways, however. 
It is a crucial element in attracting a public following; moreover, because it 
is taken here to mean more than simply rhetorical ability, it is important in 
the establishment and sustenance of a political network, while it matters 
significantly in the cultivation of the foreign contacts so important to a 
small and crucially located state such as Azerbaijan. 

In recent years, financial resources have gained crucial significance in 
Azerbaijan‘s politics, as the collapsed Soviet-era planned economy gave 
way to an energy-dominated market economy that created grotesque in-
come disparities even as it generated great wealth. The ensuing economic 
dynamics have strengthened the importance of patron-client relationships 
(often in forms that warrant use of the term corruption) in shaping society, 
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a development that implies that control over large sums of money—not just 
liquid assets but payrolls—will remain a crucial determinant of political 
power absent the emergence of a more balanced form of income distribu-
tion. While important in terms of determining power at the level of high 
politics, money is even more crucial in determining the interests of high- 
and middle-level bureaucrats. These players almost always have important 
roles in larger patron-client relationships, and assign their primary loyalties 
to their role in this type of network (which may or may not be connected to 
regionalism) rather than to their official positions in government structures. 
Sustaining their role in these networks is also dependent in great part on 
their ability to ensure the effective functioning of the channels of economic 
redistribution over which they preside. 

The importance of financial resources in turn favors the individuals and 
political groupings that control state institutions, and explains the contin-
ued marriage of economic and political power in post-Soviet states, specif-
ically in Azerbaijan. This is the case not only because incumbents receive 
media coverage and can deploy administrative resources to their advantage, 
but because control over state institutions is instrumental to control over 
economic resources—as it implies control over what is by far the largest 
network of patron-client relationships in the country. By contrast, regional-
ism is becoming a less reliable factor of power. As Azerbaijan develops, 
the strengthening of its common national identity and the improvement of 
communication among its various urban centers are likely to make regional 
origin less crucial politically, even though it is likely to remain an impor-
tant factor in understanding the informal networks that uphold the power 
bases in the country. The trend away from regionalism is likely to accele-
rate if and when the young generation of foreign-educated Azerbaijanis 
gain prominent positions in politics and the bureaucracy. But for the time 
being, regionalism is a conducive or catalyzing factor, though in no sense a 
dominating one, in determining political allegiances. 

Even more than regionalism, violence is a factor decidedly on the de-
cline in Azerbaijani politics. While in the early 1990s paramilitary forces 
were a more-or-less legitimate factor of power, given the weakness of state 
institutions and the general unruliness of those times, it no longer seems 
likely that successful bids for power will result from the use of violence, 
especially if those who resort to it are obviously lacking in political legiti-
macy. This does not mean that violence will no longer be used—for exam-
ple, by the government, to fend off a political challenge, either preemptive-
ly or in response to an emerging threat. Nevertheless, the political climate 
in Azerbaijan has changed decidedly. External intervention has also be-
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come less relevant than it was earlier. Azerbaijan‘s statehood has consoli-
dated significantly since the days in 1993 when an armed rebellion insti-
gated by Moscow managed to unseat the government of the country. The 
ability of the Heydar and Ilham Aliyev governments to consolidate control 
over Azerbaijan‘s territory, bureaucracy, economy, and means of violence 
has given external actors less room to influence politics, while the state‘s 

ability to respond to externally backed challenges has strengthened. This 
means that while direct external efforts are unlikely to be a major factor of 
power, external forces can prove indirectly important in legitimizing a 
political actor. In this sense, the support of America and Europe provides 
some democratic and international legitimacy, though the importance of 
that factor was diminishing along with the overall standing of the West in 
the region as the first decade of the twenty-first century draws to a close. 
Ties with Russia and Turkey still provide some political legitimacy, though 
not without some liabilities. Links to Iran are clearly more a liability than 
an asset. 

Ideology is a kind of dark horse, as it has lost tremendously in popular 
appeal since the early 1990s. It should not be written off, however. Specifi-
cally, the unresolved Karabakh conflict and the frustration it generates 
could at some point be used to boost a nationalist leader. This is especially 
likely if socioeconomic conditions fail to improve in Azerbaijan, and in 
that case the possible union of nationalism and religion is also a possibility.  

The final element that plays an implicit but central role is the people of 
Azerbaijan. While this observation should not be taken to mean that the 
country is democratic, Azerbaijan is in no sense a totalitarian country ei-
ther. The elements of power in Azerbaijan have been and are likely to con-
tinue to be determined by implicit public legitimacy. This means that a way 
of achieving power that is considered illegitimate by the people is unlikely 
to last. Azerbaijani society and the values that dominate it are gradually 
changing, and the political figures who best follow the moods of the people 
are also likely to be the most successful. This reality is an important one, as 
it limits the freedom of movement of either a ruling or opposition force. 
Just as the opposition is likely to be discredited if it uses paramilitary-type 
violence overtly, a government that is less popular among the people than 
that of its political opponents is unlikely to retain power. Maintaining an 
aura of popular legitimacy is hence crucial for any leader in Azerbaijan. 
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Prospects for Political Development 

Given the intricate nature of power in Azerbaijan, what are the prospects 
for the growth of participatory politics and democracy? The chances of 
achieving real democracy through revolution are evidently slim. Indeed, 
revolutionary change could be achieved only if the forces promoting 
change had a dramatically different view of politics than the incumbent 
elite, which is not the case in Azerbaijan. Alternatively, evolutionary 
change, though possible, would depend largely on the agenda of the ruling 
elite.  
 

The Opposition: Revolutionary Dreamers or Serious Opposition? 

 
A comparison of the three so-called color revolutions that shook the post-
Soviet space between November 2003 and March 2005 shows that their 
accomplishments varied, in large part on the basis of the character of the 
revolutionary leadership in each country and its degree of determination to 
bring about real change. Perhaps the most genuinely systemic change oc-
curred in Georgia. There, the government was taken over by a group of 
people clearly different from their predecessors. They were young, Western 
educated, and possessed of a dramatically different perspective on life than 
that of the autocratic Shevardnadze government. In spite of continued prob-
lems with nepotism and centralization of power, the new Georgian leader-
ship showed an authentic determination in the struggle against corruption 
and in the building of a functioning state. By 2010, Georgia ranked ahead 
of several EU members in corruption indices. 

In Ukraine, it rapidly became obvious that the change was less radical. 
Even if Viktor Yushchenko‘s democratic credentials were far better than 
those of the discredited clique surrounding Leonid Kuchma, the change in 
Ukraine can only be considered gradual and tentative. The rivalries among 
elites that broke the Orange Coalition only several months after it trium-
phantly took over power testified to the continued salience of narrow group 
thinking. Even so, as James Sherr has pointed out, Ukraine has changed so 
thoroughly that ―there is no authoritarian alternative to [democracy] on 
offer and none with any foreseeable legitimacy.‖

2 Indeed, in early 2010 
Ukraine experienced something unique in the post-Soviet space: a presi-
dential election where no one knew for sure who would turn out to be the 
winner. 

At the other extreme, Kyrgyzstan saw a distinctive deterioration in its 
political development after the upheaval there in March 2005, which was 
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more of a coup d‘état than a velvet revolution. The opposition did not so 

much lead as follow the rage of public opinion, and arrived in power more 
or less inadvertently. It had no program, and no common ideology or de-
termination to change the basic system on which the state was based. In-
stead, it soon fell back into rivalries among various elite groups, with do-
mestic politics becoming flavored by the influence of organized crime 
kingpins.3 In 2010, Kyrgyzstan for the second time in five years saw a 
crowd of a few thousand able to oust a government, and the country was 
sliding toward state failure. 

Where does Azerbaijan stand in this comparison? Clearly, it is not com-
parable to the Kyrgyz case, as its opposition eschewed the involvement 
with organized crime that characterized both sides of the Kyrgyz political 
struggle. But it should be painfully clear from previous chapters that the 
career of the Azerbaijani opposition more closely resembles that of its 
Ukrainian counterpart than that of its Georgian one. Furthermore, the 
Azerbaijani opposition has lacked a charismatic leader along the lines of 
Viktor Yushchenko, let alone Mikheil Saakashvili. Indeed, Azerbaijan‘s 

opposition has failed to achieve the two most crucial elements that could 
have made it a serious challenger to the incumbent leadership. First, it has 
failed to attain a credible semblance of unity. The debacle ahead of and 
after the 2003 presidential election indicated how little had changed since 
1993, and suggested the truth in Ali Kerimli‘s observation that the opposi-
tion would not come to power unless it acknowledged its past mistakes and 
managed to show that it had moved on. Müsavat in particular gradually set 
aside issue-based politics, making a practice of blaming the Aliyev regime 
for all the ills of the country. Indeed, during a meeting with foreign stu-
dents that this author organized in 2002, Isa Gambar made the basis of his 
political platform quite clear, saying that the only real problem in Azerbai-
jan was the Aliyev regime, and when it would go, the problems would be 
resolved. While perhaps an unfair representation of Gambar‘s many public 

speeches and intelligent arguments, this sound bite encapsulates the prob-
lem at the core of the Azerbaijani opposition: leaders who once worked on 
party programs and fielded strategies for dealing with corruption, the econ-
omy, or the Karabakh problem gradually stopped doing so, instead engag-
ing in pure power politics. Under the authoritarian rule of Heydar Aliyev, 
this perhaps was understandable: the rules of the game were not fair, and 
the opposition had no real chance of coming to power or even of gaining 
meaningful representation in Parliament. Abandoning the drafting of re-
dundant political programs perhaps came naturally in such an environment, 
especially as the political culture of the country was so focused on perso-
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nality rather than ideology. Nevertheless, the opposition experienced a very 
evident decline between the late 1990s, when all major leaders still dis-
cussed the issues, and the 2000s.  

In the latter period, only Kerimli‘s Azerbaijani Popular Front showed a 
potential to rise above the petty politics of the opposition. The Popular 
Front actually used its representation in Parliament to draft legislative pro-
posals, to seek a dialogue with elements in the government, and to move 
politics into discussion of actual problems. In 2003, Kerimli‘s efforts to 

reach a compromise on a unified opposition candidate and his decision to 
unilaterally withdraw his candidacy garnered him much appreciation both 
among the population and outside the country. For the first time in elite 
politics in Azerbaijan, a politician had stepped back in deference to anoth-
er. This also meant that in the period between the 2003 presidential and 
2005 parliamentary elections, the balance of power in the opposition had 
shifted. Kerimli was now the leading figure in the opposition and in the 
―democratic bloc‖ that was created jointly with Müsavat and the ADP. 
Symptomatically, even this bloc did not succeed in presenting a unified 
opposition, as rival blocs and parties campaigned independently. The aboli-
tion of the party list system in 2002, which had partially been applied to 
Parliament, in favor of a legislature elected entirely on the basis of single-
member constituencies, also affected the opposition: it further strengthened 
the importance of individuals at the expense of political parties and ideolo-
gies, since parties were not technically involved in parliamentary elections 
anymore; it also enabled the government to cut deals with individual oppo-
sition politicians. Nevertheless, this reform paradoxically made it easier for 
opposition parties to cooperate, since they were no longer directly chal-
lenging each other for first place on a list. Hence, among the democratic 
bloc, a seat adjustment program was agreed upon that prevented candidates 
from the three parties from running in the same district.4 

But with the onset of the 2005 elections, Kerimli seemed to slip back in-
to more confrontational politics. There was good reason for this: seeing 
him as its single most worrisome threat, the government had focused its 
efforts on discrediting the Popular Front leader. First, it transferred control 
of the Popular Front‘s party registration from ―the reformers,‖ a grouping 

controlled by Kerimli, to a rival faction known as the ―classics,‖ who fol-
lowed Abulfez Elçibey‘s line. Also, in 2005 a smear campaign was started 

alleging that the married family man Kerimli was gay, an allegation that is 
particularly damaging in conservative societies such as Azerbaijan. When 
he landed at the Istanbul airport shortly before the 2005 elections, Kerimli 
was welcomed by a flag-waving group of people identified in media re-
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ports as gay. Predictably, Azerbaijani state television gave extensive cover-
age to the event, adding credence to Kerimli‘s own assertion that the prov-
ocation had been sponsored by the government. This smear campaign 
seems to have been too much for Kerimli, whose composed mien now gave 
way to a more visceral attitude toward the regime. Indeed, Kerimli‘s live 

television reply to the allegations illustrate this: ―If anyone has doubts 

about my manliness, let them send me their wives and they will become 
convinced of my prowess for themselves.‖

5 Even on election day, Kerim-
li‘s district in a Baku suburb—which he clearly carried—was the one 
marked by the most direct government efforts to disrupt pro-opposition 
voting. The interference was so blatant that the government was later 
forced to cancel the district‘s results altogether. 

This defamation strategy was borrowed from similar—and successful— 
campaigns in Russia and Belarus. It changed Kerimli, formerly so willing 
to work within the system, into the 2005 election‘s most virulent and un-
compromising opposition leader. Indeed, after the election the tables were 
turned: it was Müsavat and Isa Gambar who urged caution and agreed to 
take up seats in the new Parliament, while Kerimli defied government or-
ders on demonstrations and refused to participate in the election rerun in 
May 2006. Kerimli‘s rage may be understandable on a personal level, but it 

played right into the government‘s hands—and provided yet another dis-
play of the opposition‘s vulnerability to government manipulation. With 
Kerimli going down, Gambar saw his chance to regain his position as un-
disputed opposition leader.  

In the 2005 elections, the opposition adopted orange as the color of its 
alliance. This choice was symptomatic, in that it indicated that the opposi-
tion simply planned to copy developments in Ukraine a year earlier by 
using the same color adopted by Yushchenko‘s group. Georgia had its rose 
and Ukraine its orange, while Kyrgyzstan‘s opposition claimed to have 

yellow as its color and to have carried out a ―Tulip Revolution,‖ although 

few tulips were seen in that uprising. But Azerbaijan‘s opposition had nei-
ther a color nor a flower of its own. Its campaign was more focused on the 
revolution than on the elections, which the opposition seemed to regard as 
nothing more than an instrument for sparking a revolution that would be 
achieved through street power. Moreover, the campaign was directed as 
much at the foreign media as at Azerbaijan‘s voters. As the opposition 

failed to bring substantial numbers to the streets, the planned revolution 
died out. By the time of the presidential election three years later, the main 
opposition leaders were so disillusioned and disheartened that they refused 
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even to take part, facing an incumbent regime buoyed by the world‘s high-
est rates of economic growth. 

The experience of electoral politics in Azerbaijan in the first decade of 
the twenty-first century, taken together with the experience of the three 
―color revolutions,‖ implies that true revolutionary change can only be a 
credible prospect if a major change in the opposition‘s character occurs—

and even then, the travails of Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan show the 
inherent difficulties of revolutionary change itself. Only an opposition 
leadership that is able to put turf wars aside and unite around a common 
political purpose would stand a chance of fundamentally challenging the 
hegemony of the ruling elite.  

Nonetheless, especially given the largesse that has spread through the 
government as oil revenues have skyrocketed, the country is in dire need of 
a credible, issue-based opposition that functions as a serious watchdog, 
limiting the freedom of movement of the government and exercising the 
functions of checks and balances. As the first decade of the century drew to 
a close, an embryonic ―new‖ opposition seemed possibly to be emerging, 

one example of which was the Azerbaijan Democratic Reforms Party, led 
by Asim Mollazade, a former deputy head of the Popular Front who was 
elected to Parliament in 2005. But until a generational change takes place 
in Azerbaijani politics, the opposition is unlikely to command the enthu-
siasm of the masses. In the late 1990s, the opposition had many ardent 
supporters among the people. By the late 2000s, political apathy was rife; it 
was not uncommon to meet ordinary citizens who expressed hope that the 
government would remain in power—not out of any love for the incum-
bents, but paradoxically exactly because, as popular thinking went, the 
regime‘s officials had engaged in corruption and lined their pockets for so 

long that they must be relatively satisfied. If new figures would come to 
power, the argument went, they could be expected to enter office with 
deep, empty pockets to fill.  

The realities of Azerbaijani politics circa 2010 seemed to indicate that 
whatever progress was to take place would be dependent on the policies of, 
and rivalries within, the government bloc, as well as the attention and atti-
tudes of Western institutions. For the time being, anyway, the opposition 
would remain sidelined. 
 

The State: From Semifeudalism Toward a Real State? 

 
If the Azerbaijani opposition displays numerous impediments to function-
ing as a successful force for political development, the same can be said for 
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the government. Indeed, the weakness of Azerbaijani state institutions has 
allowed the development of a peculiar form of patrimonialism, in which 
politics and economics are so tightly intertwined that, at a certain level, 
they are impossible to dissociate from one another. The seeds of this de 
facto system of government were planted in the late Communist era,. It 
grew during the Popular Front‘s tenure and attained its present extent dur-
ing the decade of Heydar Aliyev‘s rule.  

The system operates on at least two levels: visible on the surface are the 
official state institutions, with their business cards and other appurtenances; 
below the surface lie the informal structures and loyalties. As has been 
discussed in the present chapter, these often have little to do with the offi-
cial purposes of government offices, or even with the government-
opposition divide, and more to do with alignments based on mutual loyal-
ties or mutual interests, whether related to economic profit or regional 
origin. Of course, such an arrangement is not unique to Azerbaijan, rather 
being a feature of post-Communist government. Turkey, too, has its share 
of the problem, which became known as the deep state in the mid-1990s 
following a scandal that unearthed the shady connections between the state, 
law enforcement agencies, and organized crime. The Turkish scandal had 
connections to Azerbaijan as well: in shady business dealings involving 
Turkish organized crime, Azerbaijan‘s casinos were used for money laun-
dering, in which Azerbaijani government officials became implicated.  

Throughout the 1990s, the state in Azerbaijan was not sufficiently insti-
tutionalized to preserve or develop any meaningful autonomy from the 
political and economic forces that had come to dominate society. The dis-
parate group of individuals that made up the ruling elite did not primarily 
think of themselves as a state, or, if they did, they saw the state as an in-
strument to other ends. The same holds true for the ruling Yeni Azerbaycan 
Party. Devoid of any real ideology, the party is held together mainly by the 
fact that it holds power. Indeed, true to his typical style, upon becoming 
president Heydar Aliyev made this very clear to the assembled delegates of 
the party congress, reminding them that the primary stipulated reason for 
the party‘s creation and its existence had been precisely to bring him to 
power. Now that this objective had been achieved, Aliyev asked a rhetori-
cal question: ―What purpose did the party have?‖ This comment was in-
tended to remind the delegates of their utter lack of power, but it did sug-
gest the important point that the Yeni Azerbaycan Party is not a political 
party but a party of power. Indeed, it has long been characterized by inter-
nal dissent and rivalries. Had it not been for the one factor of being in pow-
er, it would almost certainly have fragmented into an array of forces at 
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least as diverse as the opposition. In the absence of a common ideology, 
principle, political objective, or background, holding power is the only 
factor keeping together the oligarchs and kingpins who nominally belong 
to the ruling party. Power, in turn, is only partly an end in itself, and partly 
an instrument for achieving influence, prestige, and most of all wealth, 
since the control of political offices is crucial in sustaining the fiefdoms 
that provide the oligarchs with their sources of income and economic clout.  

If the nature of power in Azerbaijan contributes to this skewed incentive 
structure for the individuals in power, where does this leave the state? The 
most obvious implication is that the state is left under-institutionalized and 
that the country is undergoverned. If a health minister is preoccupied pri-
marily with skimming money from the system and with engaging in power 
politics as the head of a regional-based clan, as was the case with Ali Insa-
nov, the health–care system in Azerbaijan is unlikely to function well. The 
same can be said for the education system. Indeed, both the health–care 
and education sectors have been plagued by neglect and corruption since 
independence. In the last few years of his life, Heydar Aliyev either al-
lowed, tolerated, or was unable to prevent this type of administration by 
fiefdom from consolidating—especially in institutions that were not crucial 
to the state‘s cohesion. Corruption and feudal behavior were tolerated only 
up to a point in the ministries controlling the use of force, as a monopoly 
over the use of force was a keystone of Heydar‘s presidency. Likewise, the 

offshore oil industry remained off limits to the designs of Azerbaijan‘s 

oligarchs: this was Heydar Aliyev‘s tool for building Azerbaijan‘s foreign 

relations. The land-based oil fields, less lucrative, were an entirely different 
story.  

The emergence—in the 1990s—and eventual prevalence of a system of 
governance that operated primarily as a collection of pyramid-structured 
semifeudal entities with a mixed political-economic function became the 
glaring deficiency of the Azerbaijani state. Such a development was per-
haps inevitable, given the need to replace the defunct Soviet system and the 
absence of functioning institutions or the rule of law. As Heydar Aliyev 
grew older and his iron grip on the country weakened, the rotation of key 
power brokers lost speed, allowing the consolidation of fiefdoms into bas-
tions. In a sense, the patriarchal style of government of Heydar Aliyev 
came back to haunt Ilham Aliyev‘s administration: the state system was 
built on one man‘s control over the entire political system, and when that 

control waned, the second tier of power brokers were able to entrench 
themselves. The continued prevalence of this system also implied that no 
election was by itself likely to magically change the way the country was 
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run; only a reordering of priorities at the very helm of the state could 
change the incentive structure among officials, limit corruption, and reo-
rient ministers and functionaries to the job they were actually supposed to 
be doing. In practical terms, this meant building the institutions of a state, 
but that, in turn, meant encroaching upon the powerful bastions that had 
consolidated their positions as much as Ilham Aliyev had consolidated his 
own. 

For such institutional development, several factors must be in place. The 
first factor is stability and order, which has been less of a problem since the 
late 1990s. Second, there is a need for economic means to build the state. 
This is crucial, because the redistributive semifeudal system of fiefdoms 
emerged partly because of the collapse of the state‘s ability to pay its em-
ployees. Only if the state is able to pay its employees a salary on which 
they can feed their families will it be possible to change their incentive 
structure. In other words, if a state is to fight corruption, stop the consolida-
tion of fiefdoms built on the misuse of government institutions, and devel-
op professionalism and meritocracy, the bottom line is that employees have 
to be paid. Azerbaijan‘s heavy inflow of oil revenue in recent years has 

certainly facilitated the objective of putting the compensation of the gov-
ernment workforce on a rational basis.  

 A third prerequisite for effective state institutions is a capacity on the 
part of the highest officeholder in the country to do away with the semi-
feudal system. This could be understood as a contradiction in terms, since 
by definition the individual at the helm of the state is also automatically at 
the helm of the semifeudal system of informal relations that was grafted 
onto the state and, for most practical purposes, came to replace it. Hence 
true state building requires, paradoxically, that a president undermine the 
very system his power rests on, in order to develop a tenuous alternative. 
For this to be possible, the president of the country must be entrenched in 
power and be the undisputed ruler. Azerbaijan‘s constitutional system pro-
vides for this formally through the extensive authority given to the presi-
dency. But precisely because of the salience of informal structures and 
networks in determining power in the country, the president also needs to 
be in absolute control de facto, and not only de jure, in order to be able to 
reform the central features of the political system—lest he risk losing pow-
er. When Ilham Aliyev came to power, his position in the informal hierar-
chies of power did not provide such a position. Indeed, only gradually and 
methodically was he able to establish himself in this position among the 
influential, wealthy, and well-connected members of the ruling elite. But it 
became gradually clear that his grip on the machinery of power was tigh-
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tening. This implies that the capacity of the president to reform the system 
grew. 

Finally, there needs to be not only a capacity but a willingness on the 
part of the highest leadership to make state building a priority. With other 
factors in place, this is the main unresolved question. Ilham Aliyev has 
made it abundantly clear that he is a realist, very different from his neigh-
bor Mikheil Saakashvili in terms of temperament, emotions, and priorities. 
Aliyev is no activist, ideologue, or firebrand speaker, but a calm and com-
posed pragmatist who hardly ever allows his emotions to shine through the 
neutral surface, which almost seems to suggest indifference. The art of 
politics as practiced by Ilham Aliyev has involved capitalizing upon being 
underestimated through the use of dry, methodical calculation. Being in-
creasingly secure in his position of leadership, he has also been able to 
tighten his grip on power. The steps he has taken have been well planned, 
cautious, and gradual, commensurate with both his own character and his 
analysis of the position in which he found himself when elected. In this 
sense, Ilham Aliyev should not be expected to implement dramatic 
changes. Any change in Azerbaijan during his tenure is likely to be gra-
dual, methodical, and unannounced, unfolding over a period of years.  

The initial days of his tenure did not give much reason to cheer, as it 
started with an exceptionally harsh crackdown on opposition demonstra-
tions as well as the countrywide organizations of the two major opposition 
parties that had challenged his election, the ADP and Müsavat. Yet in the 
years that followed, a more positive record emerged. President Aliyev 
gradually removed some of the most corrupt and reform-resistant kingpins 
of the old guard and replaced them with persons with backgrounds as se-
rious managers, often from business enterprises. From the foreign ministry 
to the communications ministry and other offices that have seen a change 
of leadership, significant improvements in the levels of professionalism 
and honesty have been recorded. 

The emphasis placed on loyalty by Ilham Aliyev also merits notice. Like 
his father, he has shown little or no tolerance of disloyalty. This was most 
obviously the case in the harsh measures employed again his former asso-
ciate Farhad Aliyev, the deposed minister of economics. Following the 
latter‘s ouster, President Aliyev related a surprisingly mundane version of 

what had transpired: he claimed to have twice gone directly to Farhad 
Aliyev and confronted him with the reports about his funding of the oppo-
sition, whereupon the latter swore his loyalty on everything holy. Upon 
obtaining what was apparently incontrovertible evidence to the contrary, 
the president then showed no mercy, very clearly making Farhad Aliyev‘s 
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case a warning to all other potentially disloyal officials. Likewise, the pres-
ident‘s decision to punish officials who had engaged in solo acts of election 

interference to promote their personal interests not only broke the tradition 
of being able to practice election fraud with impunity, which had been the 
hallmark of old-style electoral politics, but showed that he would not tole-
rate insubordination. 

Yet the large inflows of oil money that started in 2006 slowed imple-
mentation of the cautious reform agenda the president had put in place. 
Indeed, being awash in oil revenues seemed to lead to complacency and 
self-confidence; the sense that reforms were necessary for the sake of the 
country‘s future no longer seemed so urgent. In both the political and eco-
nomic fields, stagnation set in, a development that, not coincidentally, 
occurred in parallel with the gradual disengagement of the West from the 
South Caucasus in general and Azerbaijan in particular.  
 

Does Reform Mean Democracy? 

 
In spite of a trend toward stagnation, the Azerbaijani state has clearly be-
come a more efficient institution than it was at the start of the new century. 
For the great majority of citizens, this implies an improved ability to re-
ceive the services of a state and to seek recourse to it for problem solving 
and other needs. But will the construction of a more efficient state in tan-
dem with economic development and the emergence of a middle class also 
lead to political reform of a magnitude that will bring Azerbaijan into the 
community of democracies? The answer to that question is by no means 
obvious, not least because there is no prior case of a resource-dependent 
developing country making such a political transition. Indeed, Azerbaijan 
is torn between strong forces—both domestic and external—pulling it si-
multaneously toward democracy and authoritarianism. The domestic and 
international forces, moreover, are interconnected, as the authoritarianism- 
inclined domestic forces favor relations with authoritarian powers such as 
Russia, while the more progressive forces depend on their country‘s rela-
tions with the West. Unfortunately, in neither the domestic nor the interna-
tional realm are the progressive forces currently on the advance. To the 
contrary, the disengagement of the West from the region has made the task 
of the progressive elements in the Azerbaijani state all the more compli-
cated. 

Internally, Azerbaijan carries the authoritarian traditions of the khanates, 
the Russian Empire, and the Soviet Union, as well as the strongly hierar-
chical social structures of established communities of agrarian Muslims. 
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Added to this is rapid state-controlled economic development that could 
tempt the government to believe—perhaps correctly—that it can buy the 
loyalty of the population by delivering order, stability, and prosperity. No 
matter how many ministers Ilham Aliyev removes, entrenched vested in-
terests will remain, for whom the stakes are high and giving up power is 
tantamount to giving up everything. But on the other hand, survey after 
survey shows a level of support for democratic principles in the population 
that makes Azerbaijan seem more similar to the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe than to Russia. Indeed, Azerbaijan can lay claim to the 
longest indigenous tradition of liberal democratic thinking in the Muslim 
world, as well as the experiences of two democratic-minded—albeit abor-
tive and ultimately unsuccessful—governments that espoused liberal and 
democratic ideologies: the First Republic of 1918–20 and the Popular Front 
government of 1992–93. This experience prevented Heydar Aliyev from 
exerting total control over Azerbaijani society, as his understanding of the 
need for implicit public legitimacy prevented him from outlawing opposi-
tion or restricting press freedom completely. Azerbaijan remains a pluralis-
tic country, with not only a political opposition but a strong democratic 
constituency—represented by increasingly vocal nongovernmental organi-
zations, modern-minded businessmen, a cultural intelligentsia, and not least 
progressively minded individuals and groups in the middle levels of the 
bureaucratic hierarchy. These are all increasingly connected to the globa-
lized world and to a significant degree educated in the West. The fact that 
the government itself publicly commits itself to democratic development 
also generates a self-fulfilling momentum that is difficult to halt, let alone 
overturn. 

Geographically speaking, Azerbaijan is located on the outskirts of the 
community of democratic states, and the political developments around the 
country are not auspicious, as developments in Russia and Iran suggest. 
The 1990s were the years of democratization in the republics of the former 
Soviet Union, and of a general belief in the transition paradigm: what 
Thomas Carothers has called ―an analytic model of democratic transition 

[which] democracy promoters extended as a universal paradigm for under-
standing democratization,‖ and whose core assumption is that ―any country 

moving away from dictatorial rule can be considered a country in transition 
toward democracy.‖

6 Nevertheless, as Carothers has put it,  
 

As they arrived at their frameworks for understanding democratization, 
democracy aid practitioners did not give significant attention to the chal-
lenge of a society trying to democratize while it is grappling with the reality 
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of building a state from scratch or coping with an existent but largely non-
functional state.7 

 
By the early 2000s, it was apparent that not all postsocialist transitions had 
ended in democracy, or were even heading that way. Transition—

understood as a systemic shift from one system of government to another— 
had come to an end in most former communist states, and what was taking 
place was normal political and economic transformation, which occurs 
everywhere. Central European and Baltic states had become consolidated 
democracies, in Freedom House‘s terminology, while several Central 

Asian states, Belarus, and Russia were moving toward consolidated auto-
cratic systems of a new and different kind. The three states in the South 
Caucasus, Moldova and Ukraine were the only ones still hanging in the 
balance.  

These states, including Azerbaijan, were pulled toward both the demo-
cratic European identity and the authoritarian Russian and Asiatic model. 
Beyond the former Soviet space, Azerbaijan‘s closest neighbors were 

equally divided. On the one hand, Iran‘s theocracy was recoiling from a 

liberal phase into a renewed hard-liner dominance represented by President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and the Revolutionary Guards Corps. As for Tur-
key, under the Islamic conservative government of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
the country at first implemented wide-ranging democratic reforms from 
2002 to 2005, then began moving in a worryingly authoritarian direction 
from 2007 onward, with Islamic ideology becoming increasingly dominant. 
Simply put, Turkey was no longer a force for democratic change in the 
region.  

While Ilham Aliyev was clearly glancing toward the East Asian devel-
opment model, which suited his own temperament by putting much greater 
emphasis on economic development than on political reform, he was also 
unmistakably clear about his views on Europe. President Aliyev stated that 
for a country such as Azerbaijan, sandwiched between East and West, Eu-
rope was the only model for Azerbaijan‘s future development as a state.

8 In 
fact, starting with his father‘s time in office, Azerbaijan has been recog-
nized as one of the post-Soviet states most responsive to the influence of 
Western governments and organizations. Azerbaijan‘s government has 

received recognition for taking into account the criticism and recommenda-
tions of Western institutions in its electoral legislation, reform process, and 
political life. In particular, Azerbaijan‘s membership in the Council of 
Europe since 2001 has given crucial, constant encouragement to the pro-
democracy forces in the country by providing both the nagging voice of a 
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critic and the constructive force of technical assistance and concrete rec-
ommendations. The effect of this membership in a key European institution 
should not be underestimated, especially as Ilham Aliyev himself served as 
head of Azerbaijan‘s delegation to the council‘s parliamentary assembly 
and was elected one of its deputy chairmen, a position Baku freely used at 
home to highlight the president‘s international profile. 

In spite of the short-term intoxication with oil money with the resulting 
arrogance among elites, and Europe‘s gradual disengagement discussed in 

chapter 15, Azerbaijan‘s European vocation is a reality, In turn, it stems 

very much from the unattractive nature of any other option presented to the 
country. Given the lack of Western attention to Azerbaijan, discussed in 
greater detail in a chapter 15, it is remarkable how little Moscow has to 
show for its efforts to court Baku and Ilham Aliyev personally. On the 
other hand, it would be a mistake to draw parallels to Turkey too closely. 
The two countries share many striking similarities, such as a tradition of 
Western liberal democratic thought and secularism and a cautious present-
day alignment with Western institutions and ideals, which make them a 
unique pair in the Muslim world.  

Yet there has been something almost desperate about Turkey‘s European 

vocation, as the Turkish republic‘s national identity appeared to be built to 
a significant degree on the vision of full status as a European state. Europe, 
however, has no comparable hold on the Azerbaijani national psyche. 
Azerbaijan‘s identity is, in a sense, less dogmatic and more confident than 

Turkey‘s, as it is less coherent and top-down, and less of an ideological 
construct. The consequence is that Azerbaijan may be less willing than 
Turkey to endure hardships caused by its Turkic ethnicity and Islamic cul-
ture for the sake of membership in European clubs. Again, Ilham Aliyev‘s 

pragmatic attitude can be observed in his view of Europe. While making it 
clear that he understands Azerbaijan‘s participation in Euro-Atlantic insti-
tutions being primarily dependent on its own performance, he has also 
conceded his concern with the double standard with which Western powers 
have treated Azerbaijan. From his Council of Europe experience, he gave 
voice to a sense that Azerbaijan was always treated slightly differently than 
either Armenia or Georgia. Hence, compared to that of Turkey, Azerbai-
jan‘s leadership has a more sober and pragmatic stance toward Europe, and 
certainly lacks a determination to join it at any cost. 

Azerbaijan‘s future could hold the prospect of a gradual democratiza-
tion, in which case it would follow the ―transition paradigm‖ and the model 

of the countries of Central Europe, which gradually came to approximate 
the Western European states and join the European Union and NATO. But 
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it could also become what has been called a ―liberal autocracy‖: a state that 

maintains the formal institutions of democracy, holds elections, and allows 
critical media to exist; and where ―rulers may eschew full-scale authorita-
rianism for a system that offers periodic openings in response to a variety 
of social, political, and strategic challenges [but where] all actors must 
agree to the rules promulgated by leaders who remain unaccountable.‖

9 
Indeed, this is increasingly a model that states in Southeast Asia and some 
resource rich-countries elsewhere appear to be choosing, which puts them 
in the category defined by political scientists as ―hybrid regimes.‖ Indeed, 

such a model could end up suiting the interests of the Azerbaijani ruling 
elites relatively well. Through the provision of some political and econom-
ic pluralism, a semifree media, and a political opposition, the population is 
kept calm so long as the government delivers economically. Simultaneous-
ly, the freedoms remain limited and the ruling elite‘s grip on power re-
mains unthreatened.  

The designs of Azerbaijan‘s leadership and the development of internal 
political forces will be paramount in determining which road the country 
eventually travels. But the policies of the international community will also 
be crucial. 
 

Western Assistance Policies: From a Focus on Elections  

to Building the Rule of Law 

 
Western democracy assistance programs often see democracy not only as 
an end in itself, but also as the method by which it achieves itself. In other 
words, democracy is both the goal and the way to achieve that goal. But as 
less dogmatic observers such as Fareed Zakaria have discerned, this con-
struct does not always correspond to reality.10 Countries that in the early 
1990s embarked on free elections without functioning state institutions 
rapidly spun into economic downturn, widespread corruption, and unrest, 
with the very basics of democracy subsequently becoming compromised. 
This scenario is fairly descriptive of what happened in the Caucasus in the 
early 1990s, and leads to the building of what Zakaria famously called 
―illiberal democracies.‖

11 But as Zakaria and others argue, stable democra-
cies in the long term evolve not from snap elections but out of the long-
term building of statehood and the emergence of economic prosperity and a 
middle class, which gradually works to limit the state‘s encroachment on 

its rights. Hence, the rule of law is gradually built while the state is techni-
cally the opposite of an illiberal democracy—a liberal autocracy, in which 
the state gradually and irrevocably loses its control over society, with polit-
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ical democratization the outcome. This is the East Asian model of demo-
cratization, which has yielded results that appear at least as promising as 
those offered by the electoral model. Of course, especially in resource-rich 
societies, the risk is that democracy never develops due to the consolida-
tion of semi-authoritarian government. 

This is where Western policies are relevant, particularly in a country 
such as Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan is unique in that it is both a resource-
dependent economy and a country that aspires to membership in Euro-
Atlantic institutions. The economic lifeline of its energy industry, and the-
reby of its sovereignty and independence, is the westward transportation of 
energy to European markets. Interestingly, this situation could work against 
the conventional wisdom that oil wealth has a negative impact on democra-
cy: because Azerbaijan is in proximity to Europe and because the export of 
Azerbaijani oil intricately connects the country with European economics 
and politics, that link could eventually result in the full political and eco-
nomic integration of Azerbaijan into institutions based on European values. 
This, in turn, would mean that oil could indirectly further the cause of de-
mocracy, good governance, transparency, and human rights. But this rosy 
scenario can only occur if the West manages to follow an articulate and 
balanced policy toward Azerbaijan based on a strategy that combines de-
mocracy promotion with recognition of Baku‘s economic interests and 
acknowledgment of its security concerns, something that appears increa-
singly unlikely.  

In devising aid strategies for the states of the South Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia, the West made two missteps: first, it deliberately avoided engag-
ing in unresolved conflicts, the region‘s main problem; second, it eschewed 
involvement with state building, instead preferring to build civil society. 
Both of these acts of avoidance show a fundamental misunderstanding of 
the politics of these regions, and explain why Western aid has largely failed 
to achieve its broader objectives.  

 Although regional ethnopolitical conflicts, including Karabakh, clearly 
pose the main threat to development and stability in the South Caucasus, 
development cooperation proceeded under the assumption that these con-
flicts could not be resolved with the resources at hand. This assumption led 
to a two-pronged approach. First, Western donors instituted ―processes‖ 

that have come to serve mainly as an excuse for inaction on the part of the 
international community, certainly since about 2005. The implication was 
that Western agents of development would circumvent the conflicts. De-
velopment cooperation hence focused on everything but the conflicts: 
building civil society, improving governance, ensuring transparency, re-
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forming agriculture, advancing gender equality, widening access to educa-
tion, etc.  

Second, donors concluded that the governing structures in the states of 
the region states were corrupted and unreformed. Hundreds of millions in 
any currency were spent on democratization and development—not pri-
marily on building and reforming the state, but, rather, on building parallel 
structures, that is civil society. The idea was to lay the foundation for vo-
luntary associations that could sustain themselves once they were created. 
Yet these efforts seldom created truly voluntary associations, instead build-
ing Westernized cultural elite groups created on a foundation of Western 
funds, whose members make a living out of positioning themselves as 
forces of perpetual opposition instead of working with governments. Aside 
from this, Western governments and organizations focused their attention 
on elections and not on state building. Armies of election observers were 
catapulted for a few days into countries they mostly had never visited in 
order to participate in observer missions; meanwhile, the more important 
but tedious work of continual institution building was given comparatively 
scant attention. 

In particular, the security sector—specifically the military, police, inte-
rior ministry, and customs, as well as the judiciary—are the most unre-
formed, inefficient, and corrupt institutions in all post-Soviet states. The 
dysfunctional character of these institutions impedes the resolution of con-
flicts as the salience of private interests in the security forces creates nar-
row self-interests, including criminal ones, dedicated to sustaining the sta-
tus quo. The lack of strict control over the armed forces, in conjunction 
with weak military hierarchy and discipline, increases the risk of outbreaks 
of armed violence, cease-fire violations, and the resumption of organized 
interstate or domestic hostilities. In addition, the weakness of the security 
sector impedes the building of democratic and accountable states across the 
region. Indeed, the primitive practices on the part of law enforcement and 
other government agencies have alienated many loyal citizens, exacerbat-
ing existing socioeconomic frustration.  

Yet Western aid programs long focused their assistance instead on such 
sympathetic entities as unregistered political parties and nongovernmental 
organizations, and treated local officialdom and the police as unredeemable 
pariahs. Alienated from Western assistance, security sector forces did not 
improve their behavior; rather, they became even more unruly. 
Representing a powerful and backward-looking faction they became locked 
in struggle with reformist elements concentrated in other parts of the gov-
ernment. The strength of these forces implies that the presidents of these 
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states cannot ignore or override them. In Azerbaijan, these agencies are 
widely corrupt and dysfunctional institutions that enjoy little or no support 
among the population, whose money is regularly being extorted by low-
level officials.  

Western disengagement from the security sector helped perpetuate the 
very practices that development cooperation has been intent on counteract-
ing and rooting out. Against this background, it is clear that stable societies 
cannot be built in disregard of the security sector, or, for that matter, the 
legal system. Where 70 percent of the police force is corrupt, strengthening 
civil society will be futile. True development will take place only if support 
for civil society is balanced with efforts to build the state institutions that 
lie at the basis of, and are prerequisites for, a functioning and influential 
civil society in the first place. A society built on justice and equity—the 
rule of law—must be the foundation of any effort at democratic develop-
ment. 
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9 
Azerbaijan’s Economy:  

The Primacy of Oil 
 
 
 
 

Oil has been the driving force of post-Soviet Azerbaijan‘s economic devel-
opment, as well as its foreign policy. In the first decade of the twenty-first 
century, as the country emerged from the collapsed economy of the war-
torn post-Soviet Caucasus, it was oil that enabled Azerbaijan to experience 
what could be the fastest government revenue growth cycle in modern 
times. This provided the country‘s leadership with a tremendous opportuni-
ty to secure the long-term development of the country. But oil is reputed to 
be a curse as well as a blessing. The perils are well known and many. Oil 
generates huge revenues but few jobs. Rather than promote democratic 
governance, it tends to encourage autocracy and corruption, and has been 
linked to instability and warfare.1 Azerbaijan‘s leaders have thus needed to 

face the dangers resulting from their economic dependence on oil, and have 
continuously stressed their awareness of the associated problems—and 
their determination to develop the non-oil sector of the economy. Yet 
Azerbaijan remains dependent on oil and gas. Azerbaijan‘s case could be 

all the more acute because the window of windfall oil revenues is so nar-
row. Whereas most oil-producing countries have the luxury of decades of 
opulence to squander their revenues, Azerbaijan‘s greatest profits are likely 

to accrue over a twenty-year period that is expected to end in 2025. Of 
course, new technologies may increase recovery rates, and new discoveries 
could change the picture entirely. Still, the country in all likelihood faces 
only a brief interval of secure and guaranteed revenues. In this context, 
how Azerbaijan manages and utilizes its oil and gas revenues will be per-
haps the chief determinant of what the nation will look like a decade from 
the time of writing.  

 
The Soviet Economic Heritage  

 
Azerbaijan‘s economy, like its politics and society, has been and continues 

to be plagued by the Soviet legacy. As in other sectors, this legacy is 
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mixed, though it tilts steeply toward the negative. The Soviet Union 
brought industrialization, infrastructure development, and a high level of 
education to Azerbaijan, all important assets as the country works toward 
securing its future in the world economy. Yet the Soviet legacy also en-
sured that the task of integrating the country into global economic activities 
would be a traumatic one. The command economy had led to ecological 
devastation and the persistence of ineffective industries manufacturing 
useless products, which following independence became known as LAOs, 
or ―large abandoned objects‖—big piles of rusting metal that lay scattered 
on the landscape for a decade, until the growing Chinese demand for base 
metals caused them to be gradually dismantled and sold as scrap. Moreo-
ver, the Soviet legacy created compartmentalized economies specialized in 
one or just a few sectors, and dependent for their survival on the intricate 
Moscow-devised system for exchanging goods between republics. In prac-
tice, individual republics were not allowed to engage in foreign trade inde-
pendently, as all such commerce was controlled by the center. Even after 
independence, this system kept the economies of the former Soviet repub-
lics bound to each other, with Russia acting as arbiter of their economic 
relations not only with their erstwhile Soviet counterparts but with the rest 
of the world. This forced the new states to go through the painful process 
of reorienting their economies to historical trading partners to whom their 
crashed economies had little to offer—though with the notable exception of 
those fortunate enough to have abundant natural resources. The alterna-
tive—which some embraced for lack of a realistic alternative—was contin-
ued subservience to Moscow in both economic and political terms.  

Aside from these very practical problems, the Soviet heritage included a 
less tangible element that proved equally resilient: its effect on the mentali-
ty and adaptability of the population. To begin with, the Soviet Union had 
enforced a mentality as far removed from entrepreneurship as imaginable. 
In its most damaging form, socialism led people to expect the delivery of 
social goods without seeing a connection to the individual effort such 
goods required. The popular saying that the state pretended to pay people 
while the people pretended to work was indeed true. Ordinary people simp-
ly did not understand the principles of a market economy. This is exempli-
fied not least by the difficulty that former Soviet students, including Azer-
baijanis, faced in grappling with introductory courses in economics in the 
1990s. Their secondary education had been plagued by the relics of Marx-
ism-Leninism; no one had prepared them to understand the nuts and bolts 
of economics. This delayed the building of a functioning economy and 
made the people vulnerable to unfair privatization schemes that benefited 
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those in power or in control of enterprises, or simply those shrewd enough 
to benefit from the changing system. Related to this, the education pro-
vided by Soviet institutions of higher education, while of high quality in 
some areas, fit poorly with the requirements of the modern world—hence 
the contemporary phenomenon of an abundance of well-trained Soviet 
engineers unable to find jobs, and who fail to get new training in skills 
desirable in the modern economy.  

Following World War II, Azerbaijan fared badly in comparison to other 
Soviet republics, with the partial exception of the (Soviet) era of Heydar 
Aliyev (1969–87), whose astute political skills drew greater investment and 
other forms of useful attention. In 1956, addressing the Twentieth Congress 
of the Azerbaijani Communist Party, First Secretary Imam Mustafayev 
called Azerbaijan ―a republic of oil and cotton.‖ A number of industrial 
enterprises were built in the 1950s, and while they provided employment, 
they also created a gigantic environmental problem, especially in areas 
such as Sumgait where chemical industries created an industrial waste-
land.2 First Secretary Mustafayev, who was later ousted for his nationalist 
tendencies, fought for Azerbaijan‘s economic autonomy—both creating an 
Azerbaijani oil ministry and keeping it under Baku‘s command despite 

Premier Nikita Khrushchev‘s efforts to assert central control over it.
3 The 

center did not accord great importance to Azerbaijan: the republic received 
only 61 percent of the average Soviet republics‘ level of economic invest-
ment between 1960 and 1978.4 

During Heydar Aliyev‘s first round as head of state, official figures indi-
cated healthy economic expansion. The production rates of cotton, wheat, 
and grapes were all said to have doubled between 1970 and 1980. Data on 
living standards signaled a less dramatic though still impressive improve-
ment: the income level, pegged at 63 percent of the Soviet average in 1970, 
was reported to have reached 80 percent in 1980.5  

The official figures on productivity, though rosy, were actually inflated, 
especially in the case of agriculture. Frequent shortages of food staples, and 
the ensuing breadlines, were a more reliable indicator of the true state of 
affairs in regard to output, not to mention the standard of living. These 
observations are not made with the purpose of singling out Azerbaijan; 
rather, they are applicable to practices and conditions at the time through-
out the Soviet system. 

During the Soviet period, Azerbaijan‘s oil industry experienced an ago-
nizingly slow but steady decline. It was large, having produced the bulk of 
the Soviet Union‘s oil in World War II and kept Stalin‘s tanks running. In 

1940, Azerbaijan produced a record 25.4 million tons of oil, or roughly half 
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a million barrels per day—a record not surpassed until 2006.6 But in the 
aftermath of the war, Moscow directed most investment to new production 
areas in Siberia and Kazakhstan.7 Gradually, the lack of investment and 
declining production began to have a serious impact on Azerbaijan‘s econ-
omy, not least on its workforce. In 1980, Azerbaijan produced only three 
percent of the Soviet Union‘s oil.  

 
 

 

Figure 9.1: Azerbaijan’s Oil Production in Historical Perspective 

 

Source: Adapted from Juhani Laurila, Power Politics and Oil as Determinants of Transition: The 

Case of Azerbaijan [BOFIT Discussion Paper No. 10] (Helsinki: Bank of Finland, Institute of 

Economies in Transition, 1999), p. 14.  
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To make matters worse, the price at which this oil was sold was set by 
Moscow, and had little to do with economic reality. As one researcher has 
observed, Azerbaijan received 120 rubles per ton of oil produced, while the 
cost of extracting it was 130 rubles. Incidentally, the latter sum bought four 
kilograms of meat or a pair of shoes.8 Because Baku did not have enough 
jobs for them, oil workers were forced to travel seasonally to the Siberian 
oil fields, where their expertise was in strong demand. Yet if they pos-
sessed skills that others did not, this did not endear them to their Russian 
colleagues. Indeed, the anti-Caucasian mood that prevailed in the Azerbai-
janis‘ seasonal workplaces could be considered an important element of the 
nationalist revival of the late 1980s—which was significant in that it not 
only engaged the intellectual elite, but rapidly drew large numbers from 
every stratum of society. The long decline in the job-site conditions faced 
by Azerbaijan‘s oil workers, and their exposure to Russian xenophobia, 

surely contributed to this rebirth of national pride.  
Between 1985 and 1991, Azerbaijan‘s gross domestic product (GDP) 

shrank by 17 percent. In 1990, Azerbaijan ranked tenth among the Soviet 
Union‘s fifteen republics in terms of the population‘s welfare, standing one 

third below the Union average.9 Any economic gains made by Azerbaijan 
in the 1970s that had surpassed the Soviet average, so proudly reported by 
Heydar Aliyev to his superiors in Moscow, had been erased.  

 
The Post-Soviet Economy: War, Downturn, and Recovery  

 
If Azerbaijan‘s economy had suffered in the last decades of Soviet rule, the 

transition from Soviet rule made the era of Leonid Brezhnev (1964–82) 
look like a paradise. Azerbaijan shared the other problems of Soviet suc-
cessor states: the shift to a market economy, the realization that its indus-
tries were producing low-grade goods at high cost, and dependence on the 
centrally controlled division of labor among republics, to name only a few. 
But in addition Azerbaijan was struck by war, which disturbed its economy 
far more than was the case for other former Soviet republics. Moreover, 
political instability from 1991 to 1995 prevented serious economic policies 
from being designed and implemented. However, the recovery that began 
in 1995 was as significant, if not as dramatic, as the downturn in the early 
1990s. Buoyed mainly by oil revenues but also by serious economic poli-
cies widely lauded by the International Monetary Fund, Azerbaijan 
emerged as a leading economic performer in the former Soviet Union.  
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The Early 1990s: Economic Collapse 

 
The collapse of the Soviet Union and the escalating war over Mountainous 
Karabakh severed Azerbaijan‘s economic ties to Armenia. The armed con-
flicts that broke out in Georgia had a similarly disruptive effect on econom-
ic relations with that country. The destruction of the Karabakh war took a 
substantial toll, not least as a tenth of the Azerbaijani population was 
forced to flee their homes. Coming mostly from the fertile southwestern 
farmlands, these internal refugees were no longer able to contribute to the 
economy, and instead became a burden that, in terms of size and duration, 
was not experienced by any other post-Soviet state. The wars in Karabakh 
and Georgia, along with fighting in Chechnya and elsewhere in the North 
Caucasus, had a negative economic effect that crossed borders throughout 
the region, and of course also impeded all forms of external investment in 
anything except the energy sector. Figure 9.2 on the following page illu-
strates the sharp downturn of the war economies of the republics of the 
former Soviet Union, including Azerbaijan.  

Aside from the war, Azerbaijan also suffered from political instability—

a rapid succession of short-lived governments that had little understanding 
of market economics, or skill in handling policies in the areas of budget, 
trade, taxation, and general reform—even on the rare occasions when these 
governments actually focused on such issues. Hence, in the first years of 
independence the economy was in free fall. By 1994 industrial production 
had declined to 38 percent of 1990 levels, and agriculture stood at 59 per-
cent. Real average monthly wages were at a devastating 17 percent of the 
level five years earlier, with household consumption at 25 percent.10 

Azerbaijan‘s economy effectively bottomed out in 1995, at around 35 
percent of the level of economic production of 1989. Two-thirds of the 
country‘s economic production and four-fifths of household income had 
disappeared in half a decade—giving the concept of recession, liberally 
used in states with industrialized economies when growth turns negative as 
in 2008–09, a meaning that is difficult for citizens of industrialized econo-
mies to imagine. But with the rapid sequence of events following Heydar 
Aliyev‘s return to power in 1993, particularly the May 1994 cease-fire in 
the war with Armenia and the signing four months later of the oil field 
production-sharing agreement that became known as the ―contract of the 

century‖ (see chapter 5), Azerbaijan gradually gained the political stability 
needed to rebuild the economy. In 1995, with support from the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund, the government embarked on a com-
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prehensive stabilization and structural adjustment program. It focused on 
liberalization of trade and prices, and led to the rapid privatization of lan-
downing and small enterprises.11 A regulatory environment was put in 
place, the budget deficit was reduced to less than 2 percent of GDP, and the 
inflation rate was brought down close to zero, though it would increase 
again in the 2000s. Starting in 1996 the economy registered positive annual 
growth, and experienced continued expansion through the first decade of 
the twenty-first century on the basis of investment in the oil and gas sector. 
Indeed, Azerbaijan has been widely credited by international financial 
institutions for its favorable macroeconomic environment. The stability of 
the country‘s rapidly built economic foundation is perhaps best illustrated 

by the fact that it had little trouble weathering the Russian economic crisis 
of 1998 and the related steep drop in oil prices.  
 
Figure 9.2: Changes in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Among the 

Republics of the Former Soviet Union, 1989–2001 (1989 = 100%) 
 
 

Source: Adapted from World Institute for Development Economics Research, ―Ten Years of 

Transition,‖ news release, 2001.  
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Table 9.1: Annual Changes in Gross Domestic Product (GDP),  

Azerbaijan, 1989–2006 

 
Year Change in GDP (%) 
1989 4.4 
1990 11.7 
1991 0.7 
1992 22.6 
1993 23.1 
1994 19.7 
1995 11.8 
1996 1.3 
1997 5.8 
1998 10.1 
1999 7.4 
2000 11.1 
2001 9.9 
2002 10.6 
2003 11.2 
2004 10.2 
2005 26.2 
2006 32.5 
2007 24.7 
2008 11.6 
2009 9.3 

 
 
The oil price collapse of 1998 gave Azerbaijan a significant though ul-

timately healthy scare. Moreover, it came after a succession of disappoint-
ing oil and gas test drillings. Until that time, foreign investors in Azerbai-
jan‘s oil sector had consisted of large multinationals with a number of 

smaller companies mixed in, including some out to make a quick killing. 
Moreover, by privatizing the State Oil Company of Azerbaijan (SOCAR), 
Baku hoped to lure foreign companies, which indeed invested heavily in 
privatization vouchers in the expectation that SOCAR eventually would be 
offered for sale—an expectation that, more than a decade later, remained 
unrealized.  

The story of the ―Pirate of Prague‖ is the most quixotic of these times. A 

Harvard-educated economist, Viktor Kozeny helped convince the Czech 
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government to embark on a plan of privatizing enterprises through vouch-
ers. Kozeny then created a business (named ―Harvard Capital‖ in order to 

install confidence) that managed ordinary people‘s vouchers, offering huge 

future returns. Kozeny nevertheless extracted $300 million from the com-
pany and settled in the Bahamas. Kozeny then set his sights on the voucher 
privatization program in Azerbaijan. He raised $400 million from major 
American investors including AIG and Columbia University in a bid to 
assemble vouchers to buy SOCAR. U.S. prosecutors allege Kozeny con-
spired to bribe Azerbaijani officials with several hundred million dollars to 
ensure the privatization of SOCAR in a tender that only he could win.12 
But SOCAR was never privatized, in spite of suggestions that it might by 
government officials; and when the vouchers expired, the Western inves-
tors lost their money. Kozeny, however, stands accused of having created 
the scheme to bribe Azerbaijani officials.13 In 2009, a New York court 
found his one-time associate guilty of the scheme, while Kozeny was at the 
time of writing fighting extradition in the Bahamas.14 

In 1998, oil prices collapsed, and smaller companies, especially the more 
opportunistic ones, rapidly packed their bags and left Azerbaijan. The 
stakes they hurriedly disposed of were bought primarily by Chinese and 
Japanese companies—players with a long-term and strategic interest, 
which was a positive development, not least as it helped Azerbaijan diver-
sify its political ties to include East Asia, a development well suited to 
President Aliyev‘s international strategy.  
 
Oil-Led Growth in the Twenty-First Century  

 
Oil prices recovered from the slump in 1998, attracting strong investment 
in the stabilizing oil sector. Development of the major Azeri, Chirag and 
Guneshli oil fields by the Azerbaijan International Operating Company 
(AIOC) went forward largely on schedule, and a pipeline between Baku 
and the Russian Black Sea port of Novorossiysk was refurbished, reversed, 
and brought into northbound operation in 1998. The Baku-Supsa early oil 
pipeline was completed in 1999. (Early oil is an industry term for oil that is 
piped in the period before large volumes enter the pipeline system.) The 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline—a much-derided enterprise in the late 
1990s—was completed soon thereafter, a great achievement for Azerbai-
jan. Oil production picked up, and by 2005 Azerbaijan was enjoying world-
leading rates of GDP and state revenue growth. Indeed, as Michael Ross 
has observed, the growth of revenue between 2005 and 2010, on the order 
of 600 percent, is estimated to be the greatest proportional increase in reve-
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nue over a five-year period by any country in the past half-century, even 
twice as great as China‘s rate of state revenue growth in its most hectic 

period of economic expansion, in the mid-1990s.15 This obviously provided 
Azerbaijan with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to put itself on a fast track 
to modernization and wealth. But there were also great risks: the short 
duration of major oil revenues, the lack of strong political and legal institu-
tions to guide the country as it absorbs the flood of wealth, and the system-
ic corruption likely to occur in such a turbulent situation.  

As the government readily acknowledges, the recent growth has hardly 
addressed the deep-seated socioeconomic problems of the country, espe-
cially widespread poverty and rural underdevelopment. While President 
Ilham Aliyev has shown an understanding of the problems by prioritizing 
rural development and the building of the non-oil sector, the sheer domin-
ance of the energy sector and its macroeconomic implications—such as the 
appreciation of the currency—are systemic factors that impede the devel-
opment of the non-oil economy. Azerbaijan‘s task is challenging indeed: to 

avoid or minimize the problems that all economies dependent on a short 
list of primary resources have, to varying extents, experienced, and to do so 
in a tricky and unpredictable regional environment. The odds, in other 
words, are stacked against Azerbaijan becoming a success story in the long 
run. 

That is not to say that the doomsday preachers will necessarily be right. 
Azerbaijan has taken several steps in the right direction, including the in-
volvement of all sectors of the economy in economic growth. Especially 
crucial is the agricultural sector, which employs close to half the popula-
tion and has long experienced annual growth rates close to 10 percent.16 
Nevertheless, it grew just 1 percent in 2006, an early signal of inflation, 
which is discussed in further detail below.17  

By 2008 the country was experiencing a construction boom that was re-
shaping the capital city and, increasingly, other urban centers. The new 
construction provoked controversy, partly because of the resultant conges-
tion and the substandard materials that were often used,18 the latter a par-
ticular concern in the earthquake-prone South Caucasus. It was also widely 
believed that much of the development was fueled by the need to launder 
ill-gotten gains from the 1990s by using them to create legitimate assets. 
Yet the fact is that the construction boom created many new jobs; but the 
slump in 2009 again made these people jobless. In addition, the govern-
ment began to direct a significant portion of oil revenues toward increases 
in public employee salaries, pensions, and other forms of social spending, 
which could help boost household demand and living standards as well as 
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remedy the most egregious socioeconomic maladies of the country. Never-
theless, the reappearance of the specter of inflation as oil revenues grew 
threatened to eat up these increases. While economic theorists would have 
suggested a different course of action focused on investing proceeds abroad 
and improving the investment climate and creating a diversified economy, 
the socioeconomic realities of Azerbaijan made a rapid investment in 
pensions and salaries inevitable. 

As concerns the management of oil revenues, Azerbaijan is a paradox. 
On the one hand, the country is routinely termed one of the worst affected 
by corruption in the region, and perhaps in the world. Such assertions are 
borne out by various indices. The onshore oil sector is seriously opaque, 
and SOCAR‘s murky operations are cause for serious concern. Yet at the 
same time the government has created the State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan, a 
vehicle for investing oil revenues that has been lauded internationally for 
its transparency, while Azerbaijan has also become a pilot member of the 
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, being the first country to 
launch its validation process.19 The balance sheet, hence, is mixed. What is 
clear is that Azerbaijan‘s future will to a great extent be determined by its 

energy industry, and how it is managed. This is true for both the economy 
and society, as well as for Azerbaijan‘s place in the world.  

 
Azerbaijan’s Energy Resources in Regional and Global Perspective 

 
The importance of Azerbaijan‘s oil and gas resources at independence 
seems apparent today. Yet these resources were by no means guaranteed to 
provide for an immediate flow of investments. Indeed, because Azerbai-
jan‘s oil industry had largely been neglected by the Soviet energy sector for 

decades, it was thought to be a thing of the past. The fact that it was so 
successfully revived is a story in its own right, and was contingent on a mix 
of circumstances in regional politics and the global economy.  
 

Oil and Gas Resources 

 
As is discussed in chapter 1, Azerbaijan‘s oil resources have been devel-
oped for centuries, and industrially since the late 1800s. But while the Ap-
sheron Peninsula was the first place where an oil rig was used to pump oil 
from the seabed, nearly all oil production occurred onshore, where extrac-
tion was relatively easy. A short trip from the city center of Baku to the so-
called Black City, where oil industries were concentrated, allows any visi-
tor to see the ubiquity of the Apsheron Peninsula‘s onshore oil industry, not 
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to mention the rusty old ―nodding donkey‖ oil pumps around the capital 
that still tirelessly bring up gallons of black gold. Yet the rust on the rigs 
and the utter devastation of the peninsula itself are equally indicative of the 
fifty-year decay of Azerbaijan‘s onshore oil industry. It is true that the 

government and oil multinationals, supported by World Bank funding, 
began in 2005 to remove some of the decrepit infrastructure and to restore 
some of the damage wrought to the environment, but the degradation is 
such that it is likely to remain visible for decades. Soviet planners were 
aware of large deposits of oil under the Caspian seabed, and indeed built an 
entire artificial town, the neft dashlari (―oily rocks‖), in the shallow waters 
thirty miles from Baku to extract some of these reserves. This structure was 
sufficiently unique to be immortalized in the 1999 James Bond movie The 

World Is Not Enough. But since the enormous onshore resources of west-
ern Siberia were both cheaper to explore and strategically better located 
than the shallow-water marine deposits near the Soviet Union‘s external 

borders, there was no major investment in exploring or extracting these 
resources, aside from the considerable mapping efforts that helped discover 
the Azeri-Chirag-Gunashli (ACG) oil fields. The true nature and size of 
Azerbaijan‘s offshore reserves hence remained unknown, and it took the 

arrival of Western multinationals in the early 1990s to begin their systemat-
ic mapping and exploration.  

If onshore resources were gradually depleted, this does not mean that 
they lost their attraction. Especially with the invention of ―enhanced oil 

recovery‖ technologies allowing the extraction of substantial additional 

resources from wells once considered depleted, many smaller investors 
have embarked on joint ventures with SOCAR to exploit these reserves.20 
Nevertheless, the onshore oil sector in Azerbaijan differs markedly from 
the offshore sector. The development of offshore oil is governed by Pro-
duction Sharing Agreements (PSAs) carrying the force of law, providing 
insulation from Azerbaijan‘s fiscal system and the intrigues of regulators. 

Indeed, as far as the PSAs are concerned, Azerbaijan has generally honored 
the terms of the agreements. Investors in neighboring Russia and Ka-
zakhstan have faced efforts to renegotiate deals that were deemed too ad-
vantageous to the oil companies (as in Kazakhstan) or simply to wrest 
majority ownership away from foreign investors, as Russia has 
cally done in recent years. The Azerbaijani government has refrained from 
such steps. But as above board as the offshore sector may be, onshore oil is 
another story, with considerably less transparency and openness. Here, the 
unreformed and largely nontransparent SOCAR runs the show, while in-
vestors in this sector need either strong and active backing from their home 
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governments or very good connections and networks in order to avoid 
shady deals and corruption.21 SOCAR was criticized in 2006 by local me-
dia on charges of corruption while purchasing an oil refinery and new of-
fice space in neighboring Georgia. The last several PSAs signed by  
SOCAR also raised eyebrows in Baku, as the selected partner companies 
were largely unknown offshore firms such as AZEN (Netherlands), the 
Caspian Energy Group (United Kingdom), and Noble Sky (Cayman Isl-
ands) with unknown beneficiary owners, and which are widely believed to 
be controlled behind the scenes by Azerbaijani minister-oligarchs. It should 
be noted that since the late 1990s some of the larger onshore joint ventures 
have been converted into PSAs, while a few new ones have been initiated 
as PSAs. 

Nevertheless, it is the offshore reserves that have been the cornerstone of 
Azerbaijan‘s petroleum industry. These can be roughly divided into four  
major developments, though others are being explored. The first and most 
important is ACG, which came online in 1997 and produces mainly light 
crude oil of very high quality. It provided the foundation for President 
Heydar Aliyev‘s oil diplomacy, and for the building of the Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan pipeline. Second in importance is the Shah-Deniz deposit, contain-
ing mainly natural gas and gas condensate, which came online soon after 
ACG. Third, to the south, is the Araz-Sharq-Alov complex, which is also 
claimed by Iran, a complicating factor that effectively prevents any active 
exploration efforts. Finally, the fourth is the Serdar/Kyapaz field in the 
Central Caspian, which Turkmenistan also lays claim to. PSAs have been 
signed for a growing number of smaller oil fields, some of which are in 
operation, while others have failed to show evidence of commercially at-
tractive quantities of oil or gas.  

ACG is estimated to contain about 5.4 billion barrels of oil, or about 0.5 
percent of proven world reserves, plus a significant quantity of associated 
gas and currently uncontracted deep gas. Azerbaijan‘s proven reserves of 
seven billion barrels are nevertheless sufficient to make them the twentieth 
largest in the world.22 As for natural gas, Azerbaijan has recoverable prov-
en reserves of about one trillion cubic meters, with the Shah-Deniz field 
believed to contain more than one tcm accessible by field development, 
with an additional 200 million tons of condensate. More important than its 
size, however, is the fact that Shah-Deniz consists of gas, not oil. When 
this was realized, it came as a more-or-less unanticipated, and at the time 
unwelcome, surprise, which led to a reshaping of Azerbaijan‘s energy in-
dustry into one based on two commodities rather than just one. The Araz-
Sharq-Alov complex is estimated to contain about four billion barrels of oil 
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or an equivalent amount of gas, but specific numbers will not be known 
until exploratory drilling has been undertaken—something that will remain 
impossible until the Iranian claims are resolved. The same is true for Ser-
dar/Kyapaz, which is thought to be roughly the same order of size, but 
where prospects for resolution are better given the warming in Azerbaijani-
Turkmen relations. 
 

Benefits and Liabilities of Caspian Energy 

 
Azerbaijan‘s energy resources are substantial, particularly given the size of 
the country. While they do not make the country a major oil producer on a 
global scale, they do make it one on a regional and—to some extent Euro-
pean—scale. The other states of the Caspian region can be similarly cha-
racterized, although Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan—which have consider-
ably larger reserves than Azerbaijan—are situated in a less favorable posi-
tion for exports, given that they are located east of the Caspian and thus at 
a greater distance from Western consumers. In spite of geography, not to 
mention regional turmoil, the states of the Caspian region—Azerbaijan in 
particular—have been the scene of one of the major oil booms of the post-
Cold War era.  

The oil industry in the Caspian region took off for a number of reasons, 
both economic and political in nature, and despite the initial doubts of nu-
merous skeptics. In particular, the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline has defied 
the predictions of a majority of industry analysts. But if the skeptics have 
been proven wrong, it has not been for lack of arguments. Indeed, the Cas-
pian region‘s reserves of oil—as well as gas—could appear to an outsider 
to be some of the least attractive on the planet.  

To begin with, when the current development boom began in the mid-
1990s, the extent of reserves was very unclear. In 1996 and 1997, a series 
of exploration wells turned out to be dry, reducing hopes of major new 
finds. While dry holes are common, consisting of up to two-thirds of all 
exploration wells, the occurrence of so many dry holes in such a short pe-
riod had a chilling effect on the regional oil industry. By contrast, Ka-
zakhstan‘s supergiant Kashagan field, estimated at eighteen billion barrels 
of oil, possibly the largest single discovery in the world in the past two 
decades, was a significant bright spot. The extent of Turkmenistan‘s gas 

reserves remains unclear. Estimates ranged as low as three tcm until 2008, 
when an international firm‘s audit almost tripled that number. The govern-
ment‘s own estimates stand at twenty tcm.  
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Another factor that gave analysts and potential investors pause was the 
uneven quality of Caspian oil. Whereas Azerbaijan‘s ACG fields produce 

light crude of very high quality, several Kazakhstani fields produce lower-
grade heavy crude that fetches a lower price, as does some of Russia‘s oil. 

Another daunting factor was that exploring for Caspian oil brings with it 
numerous technological and logistical problems. The reserves lie under the 
Caspian seabed, which ranges in depth from a few dozen to several hun-
dred meters. The exploration of these reserves therefore required the build-
ing of elaborate drilling rigs, which involved expensive high technology. 
Moreover, these rigs could not be easily built in the Caspian region, where 
there was no equipment, materials, or skilled labor to assemble such rigs. 
Even bringing in large components would be difficult: the Caspian is an 
inland sea, and Russia restricted use of the means of passage between it 
and the high seas, the Volga-Don Canal, which links the Caspian to the Sea 
of Azov. Consequently, the oil companies initially had to resort to revamp-
ing Soviet-era rigs, at great cost.  

Once difficulties in exploration were overcome, the issue of exporting 
and marketing Caspian oil and gas remained to be addressed. The Caspian 
energy-producing states are surrounded by much larger competitors such as 
Russia and Iran. This implied that the Caspian states had limited prospects 
of finding consumers in their neighborhood except through limited swap 
deals. With the exception of Georgia, the countries of Central Asia and the 
Caucasus are all landlocked, and as a result oil or gas exports have to tran-
sit third countries to reach world markets. Adding to this, no route for the 
transportation of Caspian oil and gas has been cheap, easy, or uncontrover-
sial. All options included financial as well as political drawbacks, and 
Azerbaijan was strongly desirous of avoiding dependence on either Russia 
or Iran for the movement of its exports. The most realistic options, to ex-
port via Georgia‘s Black Sea coast or the Turkish Mediterranean coast, 
would be very difficult and expensive to realize, with the cost of any main 
export pipeline exceeding $3.5 billion and the route itself traversing some 
of Eurasia‘s most unstable areas. 

In the final analysis, bringing Caspian oil to market would be a risky 
business, a high-level, high-cost geopolitical game rife with unknown fac-
tors. By way of illustration, Saudi Arabia can bring a barrel of oil to a sea-
port for loading onto a tanker for $2–$3. For Norwegian North Sea oil the 
cost is considerably more, $5–$10, whereas for Caspian oil it is $10 or 
higher, depending on the field. This may seem less of a problem in recent 
years, with oil prices ranging from $50 to more than $100 a barrel, but 
considering that prices dropped below $10 in 1998, and that, as the 2008 
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economic crisis showed, weak energy markets still cannot be ruled out, the 
promise of Caspian oil was indeed doubtful. The situation for gas, histori-
cally a secondary commodity, was even more problematic: gas cannot be 
transported as easily as oil, and is normally piped directly to customers. As 
a result, the landlocked Caspian states, including Azerbaijan, themselves 
surrounded by the world‘s two largest gas producers, have had no easy 

time finding markets for their gas.  
 

The Rationale of Multinational Companies and Western Governments 

 
In spite of the many problems facing energy development there, oil com-
panies and foreign governments both flocked to the Caspian region. In the 
case of Azerbaijan, the oil companies and the governments backing them 
shared a keen interest in the country‘s oil, though for very different rea-
sons. 

Oil companies live in an extremely competitive environment marked by 
fast-changing market conditions. On the other hand, a long-range perspec-
tive is essential: every investment normally operates on a time cycle of 
three to four decades. Consequently, a company seeking to maintain pro-
duction levels must recognize that every well will go dry and must conduct 
exploration and development early, in order to replace that depleted well 
with new production. Since global demand is growing, maintaining market 
share implies increasing production, hence a need to acquire larger produc-
tion capacities than those being depleted. Yet hydrocarbons are finite re-
sources, usually located in politically difficult areas such as the Middle 
East. Moreover, the overwhelming majority of oil and gas resources in the 
world are owned by states, not companies. The era when Western compa-
nies controlled most of the world‘s oil is long gone—nationalization 
processes have handed ownership of oil reserves, especially in developing 
countries, over to states. This has significantly limited the access of the 
multinationals to many of the most lucrative markets, and concentrated 
their holdings in the developed world, where reserves are smaller and are 
becoming depleted faster. As a result, the world‘s largest private oil com-
panies, known as the supermajors—Exxon Mobil, Lukoil, BP, Royal Dutch 
Shell, Chevron, and Total—control less than about 1 percent each of world 
proven reserves. By contrast, more than 90 percent of world oil reserves 
are controlled by state oil companies (see Table 9.2 on the following 
page).23  
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Table 9.2: Standing, in Reserve Holdings, of the Six Largest Private 

Oil Companies (the ―Supermajors‖) Relative to Largest State-Owned 

Companies 
 

 
Company (private companies in italics) Oil and gas reserves*  

Saudi Aramco 300 
National Iranian Oil Company 289 
Gazprom 168 
Qatar Petroleum 162 
Iraq National Oil Company 133 
Abu Dhabi National Oil Company 124 
Kuwait Petroleum Corporation 108 
Petróleos de Venezuela S.A. 104 
Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation 64 
National Oil Company of Libya 47 
Sonatrach (Algeria) 38 
Chinese National Petroleum Corporation 31 
Exxon Mobil 22 

Lukoil 20 

Petramina (Indonesia) 19 
BP 18 

Petronas (Malaysia) 18 
Pemex (Mexico) 17 
Turkmenneft 17 
Royal Dutch Shell 15 

Kazmunaigaz 15 
Chevron 11 

 Total 11 

* Billions of barrels of oil equivalent. 
 

This reality is the main explanation for the keen interest private companies 
have shown in oil from Azerbaijan and elsewhere in the Caspian region. 
Indeed, the opening of the Caspian meant the addition of major new re-
sources to a highly competitive market. Even if the risks were high, the 
tightness of the global oil market compelled the companies to get involved 
in the race for Caspian oil. In sum, they simply had no choice in case they 
wanted to continue as powerful, growing, healthy companies. As one 
American oilman put it, there were simply ―not a lot of Caspians out 

there.‖
24 
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To the supermajors, the smaller states of the Caspian, such as Azerbai-
jan, were by no means unfamiliar environments. These companies had long 
since learned to deal with political instability, weak states, authoritarian 
leaders, and civil wars—and to work profitably in spite of such problems. 
Moreover, the vulnerable geopolitical position of the Caspian states could 
in one way be seen as advantageous, as it led to a strong desire to improve 
ties to the Western powers. This was a task in which the companies were 
both directly and indirectly useful, and which in turn brought leverage to 
the companies that insulated them from threats of nationalization. Unfortu-
nately, Russia became the painful exception to this rule during President 
Vladimir Putin‘s second term, as it gradually moved to take back control of 

large deposits.  
In contrast to oil companies, which are driven primarily by the profit 

motive, foreign governments have focused primarily on strategic issues 
relating to Caspian oil and gas. These interests are related to considerations 
of European and global energy security, as well as to broader security in-
terests in Eurasia. Against this background, it was not so much the size as 
the location of Caspian energy resources that mattered. In the 1990s, the 
main attraction was the emergence of oil resources that were outside the 
Middle East and not under control of the Organization of Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries. Gradually, the Caspian‘s potential role as a gas producer 

for Europe, providing a possible alternative to dependence on Russian gas, 
also became important.  

This dictated several of the main reasons for Western governments‘ in-
terest. First, the West desired access for Western multinational companies 
to the oil sectors of the regional countries, including Azerbaijan—

something that was forthcoming given these states‘ need for capital in-
vestment and technology inputs. Second, the West promoted the export of 
Caspian energy through westward routes, discouraging transport through 
Iran altogether and a Russian monopoly over pipelines. In this sense, West-
ern interests corresponded well to those of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan in 
particular—sometimes more than they corresponded to the interests of the 
companies, which sought the cheapest export routes and strove to position 
themselves for the anticipated, but as yet unrealized, opening of the Iranian 
market. But the Iranian option was not to be. U.S. sanctions on Iran played 
an important role, but were only one concern: others included Azerbaijan‘s 

shaky relations with Iran, and not least the desire among Western govern-
ments not to see another million or more barrels of oil per day shipped 
through the Strait of Hormuz, already perhaps the world economy‘s main 

chokepoint. 
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By the same token, an interest in Caspian oil and an interest in support-
ing the independence of the smaller regional states were mutually reinforc-
ing: supporting these states‘ continued independence entailed opposing 

Russian monopolistic aspirations in the energy sector, and supporting the 
export of oil and gas westward without interference by hostile powers en-
tailed support for their independence. These were the factors underlying 
American and European interests and policies in Caspian energy, more 
explicit in the case of the former and long implicit in the case of the latter.  

 
Rebuilding Azerbaijan’s Oil Industry 

 
If reserves were significant and the Caspian Sea held great promise for the 
oil industry, this was not immediately obvious, nor was the Caspian—when 
its coast was still mostly within the Soviet Union—a prominent factor in 
the minds of most oil executives. Indeed, reinvigorating the Caspian oil 
industry would be a monumental task.  
 

1989–94: Oil’s Role During Perestroika and the Early Independence 

Period 

 
Oil figured prominently from the outset in the Azerbaijani government‘s 

strategy for economic development and foreign relations. In fact, the reviv-
al of the oil industry predated independence, having already begun in the 
late 1980s. Mikhail Gorbachev‘s reforms made it possible for Western 

business interests to enter the Soviet Union, and one of the first to find 
Azerbaijan was Steve Remp, a self-made American oil executive based in 
Scotland who headed Ramco Energy, a once-small oil company that en-
joyed significant growth during the North Sea oil boom of the 1970s. He 
arrived in Baku in 1989 as practically the first Western oilman in decades 
to take an interest in the country. He began networking with officials dur-
ing the early bad years of the Karabakh conflict. Remp was selected by one 
of SOCAR‘s predecessor companies to represent Azerbaijan in contacts 
with Western oil companies, in practice kicking off the race for Baku 
among the companies as Remp presented data showing the sizable poten-
tial deposits in the ACG and Shah-Deniz fields.25 BP and Norway‘s Statoil, 
which had long cooperated, soon moved into Azerbaijan, and were fol-
lowed by several others, most prominent among them Amoco, which be-
came a significant competitor as the majors began to wrestle for influence 
in Azerbaijan‘s emerging oil sector. In mid-1991, still within the Soviet 
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period, a tender was announced for the ―Azeri‖ deposit, which Amoco 

won.26 
The political upheavals over the next few years blocked the progress of 

Azerbaijan‘s oil industry. Indeed, the toppling of Ayaz Mutalibov, inde-
pendence, power struggles, and the descent into war with Armenia all 
meant a lack of direction and strategy in the country‘s leadership, which 

also affected the direction of the oil industry. The independent republic 
inherited a huge if somewhat decaying oil industry, extensively equipped 
with production and refining facilities and transportation systems—though 
everything was in pretty bad shape—as well as associated mechanical and 
petrochemical industries, and research centers that had played a leading 
role in the Soviet Union. The consolidation of all these elements took place 
during the rule of Abulfez Elçibey. In September 1992, President Elçibey 
decreed the creation of the State Oil Company of the Azerbaijan Republic, 
known as SOCAR. This umbrella company, much like its counterparts in 
other oil-producing states, took control of the entire oil industry in the 
country, and functioned as the main interlocutor for foreign oil companies 
seeking to invest there.  

In spite of the upheavals during the Popular Front government, oil poli-
tics continued. In mid-1992, as the Popular Front appeared to consolidate 
its position, further deals were agreed upon, including one that gave BP 
and Statoil the concession to operate the Chirag and Shah-Deniz fields and 
another that provided Pennzoil with leadership in the Guneshli field. Given 
the geographical proximity of the ACG fields, these were gradually consol-
idated by agreement among the oil companies and the Azerbaijani govern-
ment in late 1992, leading the way to the creation of a single consortium 
for their development. At roughly the same time the Turkish Petroleum 
Corporation (TPAO) was included in the consortium, as BP ceded part of 
its share—clearly in light of the wishes of pro-Turkish president Elçibey. 
Similar requests from Iran and Russia, among others, were rejected.27 Ne-
gotiations proceeded, but were hindered by passage in the U.S. Congress of 
Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act of 1992 (which prohibited direct 
U.S. government assistance to the government of Azerbaijan). Another 
impediment was raised by manipulations within the Azerbaijani govern-
ment, which, burdened by domestic turmoil and inexperience in interna-
tional deal making, failed to handle the negotiations in a professional man-
ner. Nevertheless, by the time of Surat Huseynov‘s coup in June 1993, the 

contract was ready to be signed, and a state visit to London for President 
Elçibey was planned. Before this could happen, however, Elçibey‘s gov-
ernment was toppled. 
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Following the fall of the Popular Front government, Heydar Aliyev dis-
missed the head of SOCAR, Sabit Bagirov, and in September 1993 ap-
pointed geologist Natiq Aliyev (no relation) to succeed him. Realizing its 
key role in the country‘s economy and politics, President Aliyev took a 
greater degree of control over SOCAR than his predecessor had. In 1994, 
he appointed his son Ilham vice president of SOCAR.  

The return of Heydar Aliyev brought both change and continuity: conti-
nuity in the sense that the main outlines of foreign oil policy remained the 
same, but also change in many ways. To begin with, the president of the 
country was now directly supervising the negotiations, a signal that the oil 
companies now had a counterpart of an entire different caliber to deal with. 
Second, Aliyev was walking a tightrope in relations with both Russia and 
Iran and in the ongoing Karabakh war. He understood perfectly the interre-
lationship among oil politics, the Karabakh conflict, and regional geopolit-
ics, and was determined to use these links to his and Azerbaijan‘s advan-
tage. Hence, Aliyev interrupted the negotiations, citing irregularities in the 
process by which his predecessors had handled it, while also seeking to 
broaden the range of international contacts with a stake in the emerging 
consortium. Autumn 1993 thus saw intense shuttle diplomacy, in which 
Aliyev sought to strengthen the support he had received on the internation-
al scene from Great Britain and Turkey, counterbalance the Armenian lob-
by in the United States, mollify Russian opposition and interventionism by 
offering stakes in the contract, and acquire additional support through the 
inclusion of other partners, including French Elf Aquitaine and Saudi Ara-
bia‘s Saudi Delta Oil. Aliyev made no qualms about his conviction that 
foreign states that were home to companies that sought to invest in Azer-
baijan should be involved on a political level to support Azerbaijan in its 
time of crisis. Eventually a new constellation emerged, and intense negotia-
tions ensued in locations ranging from Baku and Istanbul to Houston. On 
September 20, 1994, the contract that led to the creation of the Azerbaijan 
International Operating Company was signed at a ceremonial event in Ba-
ku with Aliyev presiding, and promptly dubbed the ―contract of the cen-
tury.‖ 

The agreement, valued at the time at $8 billion, was indeed a milestone 
in Azerbaijan‘s history. Forty percent of the stakes were held by American 

companies, including Amoco, Unocal, McDermott, and Pennzoil. Euro-
pean companies followed, most notably BP and Statoil, as well as Ramco. 
Turkey‘s TPAO, Russia‘s Lukoil, and Saudi Arabia‘s Saudi Delta Oil also 
held stakes in the contract.  
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The Legal Status of the Caspian 

 
From the outset, the development of the Caspian‘s energy resources was 

clouded by a seemingly central issue: the unsettled legal status of the huge 
inland sea. Indeed, the ownership of the resources was highly controversial. 
The status of the Caspian had been unclear in Soviet times. While the So-
viet Union nominally shared the Caspian with Iran, Soviet dominance of 
the sea was overwhelming. Treaties signed by the two states in 1921 and 
1940 provided for arrangements of joint sovereignty over the Caspian, 
something that Russian and Iranian leaders have at various times used to 
advocate a condominium approach to the Caspian‘s status. However, as 

convincingly argued by Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, the Soviet Union had, 
by the late 1940s, begun a systematic practice of developing energy re-
sources in the Caspian unilaterally, without either informing or consulting 
with Tehran. For all practical purposes, the Soviets acted as if the Caspian 
were delimited into national sectors. Using the logic of this approach and 
building on legal arguments and practices elsewhere in the world, the 
Azerbaijani and Kazakhstani leaderships continuously argued for a division 
of the Caspian into national sectors. 

Under a condominium regime, the five littoral states would jointly ex-
plore the energy resources and other assets of the Caspian, and split the 
earnings equally. Crucially, this would enable Russia and Iran—which 
have the smallest known energy reserves in the Caspian in their would-be 
national sectors—to benefit from the exploration of resources closer to the 
coastlines of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan, but also to ac-
quire a say on the participation of foreign companies in oil and gas explora-
tion. Conversely, if the Caspian were divided into national sectors, the 
exploration and export of energy resources would be a matter within the 
sovereignty of the respective states. 

These legal issues have posed a significant problem, one that must be 
divided into several clusters of issues—some of which have explicitly or 
implicitly been resolved, and others that remain problematic. A first issue 
concerns the ownership of seabed resources; a second concerns the rights 
to the body and surface of water; a third concerns the issue of disputed 
deposits. No comprehensive multilateral solution has been found to the 
legal issues raised by the Caspian Sea. Nevertheless, this has not prevented 
a practice from emerging, as the local states and the multinational oil com-
panies have charted their own course through this legal jungle—or are in 
fact ignoring many aspects of it. 
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At first, Iran and Russia both argued that the Caspian, actually being a 
lake and not a sea, was not subject to the 1984 Law of the Sea Convention. 
Hence, they argued, no littoral states could claim Exclusive Economic 
Zones. Instead, they advocated joint exploration of the resources under the 
seabed. This stance met with adamant resistance from Azerbaijan and Ka-
zakhstan, which pointed out that nothing precluded the convention from 
being applied to inland seas or lakes. Moreover, lakes bordered by more 
than one state are typically not jointly controlled; indeed, most internation-
al lakes are demarcated and divided between the riparian states.28  

Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and the oil companies in practice ignored this 
legal issue, not allowing the lack of a solid legal basis to prevent their ex-
ploration of energy resources. This was especially true of the deposits fair-
ly close to the coastline, including the ACG and Shah-Deniz fields. When 
the ―contract of the century‖ was signed in 1994, the Azerbaijani govern-
ment and the oil companies simply assumed that these fields were the sove-
reign property of Azerbaijan. Aside from Turkmenistan, which claimed 
part of the Azeri field on rather fanciful grounds, the Russian foreign min-
istry objected, issuing a stern statement calling the contract null and void 
and ominously threatening that Russia would not be bound by it. But the 
threats rang somewhat hollow, not least because Russia‘s Lukoil itself had 
a 10 percent stake in the contract, and Russian prime minister Viktor Cher-
nomyrdin—who was the champion of the energy industry—was quoted as 
saying that he had no objections to the deal.29 Indeed, the diverging posi-
tions on this issue among the various forces vying for influence in Moscow 
undermined Russia‘s claims. The multinational companies, having secured 
the support of the British and U.S. governments, evidently felt that Russia 
or Iran would not force the issue. 

This bold and potentially risky move clearly paid off. Amid occasional 
loud protestations from Moscow and Tehran, the Azerbaijani and Ka-
zakhstani oil and gas deposits have gradually been developed and ex-
ported—with shipments even transiting Russian territory. Gradually, Mos-
cow understood that its refusal to accept the de facto division of the Cas-
pian seabed was detrimental to its own interests and had in fact become 
counterproductive. Instead of maximizing Russian influence over Caspian 
energy developments, it had marginalized Russia‘s role in the energy sector 

and pushed the energy-producing countries toward the West. By 1998, 
Russia had recognized the division of the seabed as a principle for resolv-
ing the Caspian Sea issue, but continued to argue for joint sovereignty over 
the body of water and the sea‘s surface. Kazakhstan rapidly grabbed this 

opportunity, signing a bilateral deal with Moscow in July 1998.30 This was 
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roundly condemned by Iran and Turkmenistan. Azerbaijan nevertheless 
continued to demand the division of the waters as well, clearly apprehen-
sive of the fact that a deal like the one between Russia and Kazakhstan 
would legitimize the Russian navy‘s hegemony over the Caspian. In early 
2001, however, President Aliyev in principle accepted the Russian view-
point, and in September 2002 signed an agreement with Moscow along the 
lines of the one Russia had signed with Kazakhstan. The rationale was in 
all likelihood the lure of receiving formal Russian consent to Azerbaijan‘s 

unilateral exploitation of oil and gas in its sector of the Caspian. This doc-
ument was complemented by a bilateral treaty between Azerbaijan and 
Kazakhstan in February 2003 and a trilateral Russian-Azerbaijani-
Kazakhstani memorandum in May 2003 that upheld the three countries‘ 

respective treaties.31 Hence, by 2003 the legal status of the northern half of 
the Caspian had effectively been resolved, at least as far as oil and gas 
deposits were concerned.  

These bilateral agreements were important in at least two ways. Beyond 
legitimizing ongoing projects, they marked a movement away from at-
tempts to find a comprehensive agreement among all littoral states on all 
issues relating to the Caspian, and instead toward the resolution of issues 
on a bilateral level. Second, they effectively killed the idea of a condomi-
nium approach to the ownership and exploitation of energy reserves. 

In the southern half of the Caspian, efforts to resolve disputes have been 
far less successful. This is in part due to a simple fact of geology: signifi-
cant oil and gas deposits are located in areas that straddle the potential 
dividing lines between national sectors, depending on which methodologies 
are used to delimit these. In the northern Caspian, the only such field of 
importance straddles the Kazakhstani-Russian border. In that case, the two 
countries reached an agreement under which they would jointly develop 
the field in question, with the profits being shared equally. In the southern 
Caspian, two specific areas are particularly disputed: the Araz-Sharq-Alov 
complex, in an area claimed by both Azerbaijan and Iran, and the Serdar-
Kyapaz field, disputed between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan, which has 
acquired growing importance as European interest in Turkmen gas has 
grown. There is also some potential for disputes between Iran and Turkme-
nistan. 

Holding a losing hand by continuing to argue for the condominium ap-
proach, Tehran adjusted its policies following the bilateral agreements 
among Russian and the other former Soviet republics. Iran now claimed 
that if the Caspian was indeed to be divided, something that was clearly 
happening, it must be divided into equal-sized sectors. In other words, Iran 
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rejected the standard international practice of delimiting maritime borders 
according to the length of a country‘s coastline. As the coastlines of the 

Caspian states vary greatly in length, Kazakhstan having the longest and 
Iran the shortest, Iran would stand to receive only around 13 percent of the 
Caspian if it were divided according to standard international practice. Iran 
instead took to claiming the right to 20 percent of the sea and of the seabed 
resources. Specifically, the Araz-Sharq-Alov complex, estimated to hold up 
to four billion barrels of oil equivalent, would fall in the Azerbaijani sector 
under standard international practice, but would belong to Iran according to 
Tehran‘s method of delimitation into equally large sectors. 

Turkmenistan adopted a slightly different position. During Saparmurad 
Niyazov‘s presidency (1990–2006), Turkmenistan did not reject the delimi-
tation along median lines per se; it just had a very peculiar method of de-
fining median lines. Again, geography was the issue, since the considerable 
Serdar-Kyapaz field lies right in the middle of the Caspian, between the 
Turkmen and Azerbaijani coasts. The fact that Azerbaijan‘s Apsheron 
Peninsula protrudes far into the Caspian implies that the median line, if 
calculated according to normal practice from the actual shoreline of each 
country, would lie relatively far to the east. The Serdar-Kyapaz field would 
therefore straddle the median line dividing the Azerbaijani sector from the 
Turkmen sector. Therefore, Turkmenistan advocated a model that ignored 
the existence of the Apsheron Peninsula, thereby situating the field well 
within Turkmen waters, in addition to the eastern part of the ACG fields 
right outside Baku. Not wanting to be outdone, Azerbaijan advocated a 
solution of its own: calculating the median point from the neft dashlari 

(―oily rocks‖), the artificial development in the Caspian waters east of 

Baku that Azerbaijan nonetheless considered to be an island, would place 
the Serdar-Kyapaz field squarely in Azerbaijani waters. While there were 
moves toward improvement of Turkmen-Azerbaijani relations during 
2007–08, the dispute heated up again in 2009 as Turkmenistan threatened 
to take Azerbaijan to a court of international arbitration rather than seek a 
bilateral negotiated solution. 

The net result of these disputes is that these field complexes remain 
trapped at the bottom of the Caspian—a boon for future generations, per-
haps, but one that has soured relations among Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, 
and Iran. All three have at various times sought to unilaterally exploit the 
reserves in the disputed areas, with warnings, threats, and incidents the 
result. Most dramatically, even as it adapted to the Russian-Azerbaijani 
agreement to divide the seabed bilaterally, Iran began in 2001 to exercise 
what it considered its sovereignty over the areas of the southwestern Cas-



224     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

pian that it regarded as part of its 20 percent share. This led to a naval inci-
dent in August of that year in which an Azerbaijani vessel operated by BP 
that was surveying the Araz-Sharq-Alov field was forced out of the area by 
an Iranian gunboat. The incident was followed by recurrent Iranian viola-
tions of Azerbaijani airspace and the massing of Iranian troops on the 
Azerbaijani border. In subsequent years, there have been no attempts to 
explore either the Araz-Sharq-Alov field or the Serdar-Kyapaz field. 

Hence, as the first decade of the twenty-first century was drawing to a 
close, the Caspian legal issue remained part resolved, part dormant. Azer-
baijan was reasonably satisfied with the status quo, as the ACG and Shah-
Deniz fields were, in the short term, bringing in more oil revenues than the 
country could handle. But when production in those fields begins to de-
crease, as is expected to happen before 2020, the prospect of tapping 
known but untouched reserves in the disputed sectors of the Caspian is sure 
to raise its head. The Azerbaijani-Iranian conflict appears much more diffi-
cult to resolve than the Azerbaijani-Turkmen dispute. One reason is the 
size differential between Azerbaijan and Iran, which makes it unlikely that 
the latter would readily back off from its position. Another reason is that 
Iran‘s huge oil supplies in the Persian Gulf free it from dependence on 

Caspian resources and would enable Tehran to use the Caspian fields as a 
bargaining chip—or lever—in any negotiation or confrontation with Baku. 
This would likely be true even if a change of government were to take 
place in Iran. But with Turkmenistan, the situation is different. Baku and 
Ashgabat have considerably larger common interests, especially as the 
prospect of a trans-Caspian pipeline began to make a comeback in 2006, 
with growing European interest in diversifying energy sources and looking 
to the Caspian for alternative supplies. The icy relations between Azerbai-
jan and Turkmenistan had to a considerable degree resulted from the 
sonal antipathy between Saparmurad Niyazov and Heydar Aliyev—with 
the latter viewing the former with some disdain. Following Aliyev‘s death, 

relations were not immediately improved, given Niyazov‘s growing self-
imposed isolation. But Niyazov‘s death in December 2006 opened up new 
prospects. With a new Turkmen government reversing at least the most 
idiosyncratic elements of the deceased leader‘s rule, a gradual rapproche-
ment between Baku and Ashgabat began. Then, in the summer of 2009, 
Ashgabat moved unexpectedly to take the matter of the division of Caspian 
resources to international arbitration, even though there was no arbitration 
court whose jurisdiction had been accepted by both countries. Neverthe-
less, the Turkmens did not appear to follow up on this issue. 
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The most logical way to resolve the issue would be the joint exploitation 
of the Serdar-Kyapaz field, with a pipeline carrying its output westward to 
link up with the South Caucasus (SCP) pipeline to Erzurum. Even short of 
that, gas or oil from the Petronas development off Turkmenistan‘s coast 

could be shipped toward the ACG platforms and onward. If this arrange-
ment were used, it could be said that a portion of a trans-Caspian pipeline 
was, in effect, already in place. 
 

Pipeline Politics and Economics in the 1990s  

 
If the ―contract of the century‖ put in place a system for the extraction of 

oil, there was one major missing element: a feasible plan to bring this oil to 
international markets. Azerbaijan is landlocked and surrounded by oil-
producing countries, which means that large consumer markets are not to 
be found in its neighborhood. Turkey, lacking oil and gas resources, is the 
only possible exception. Azerbaijani oil would therefore have to be piped 
hundreds of miles to reach markets—just as had been the case a century 
earlier, when the world‘s first oil pipeline brought Baku‘s oil to the Black 

Sea port of Batumi. But because the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic 
had been an integrated part of the Soviet Union‘s energy system, all pipe-
lines from Azerbaijan flowed north, toward Russia, denying Azerbaijan 
any direct infrastructure link to the outside world. Moreover, by 1991 the 
Soviet pipeline system was in disrepair, and nowhere near being capable of 
carrying a million barrels of oil per day.32  

Consequently, once Azerbaijan gained independence, there followed 
years of speculation, scheming, planning, maneuvering, and the occasional 
engineering study regarding the pipeline route that would be chosen to 
export the bulk of the country‘s oil. There was no lack of contenders, nor 

of unsolicited opinions regarding the feasibility of any of the proposals 
under discussion. Over time, the myriad of pipeline projects for the deli-
very to market of Caspian oil and gas grew into a maze where only expe-
rienced observers could tell the serious from the ludicrous.  

Despite some noteworthy drawbacks, four options stood out among the 
plethora of proposals: a northern route through Russia to the Black Sea 
coast, a southern route through Iran to the Persian Gulf, and two variations 
on a western route. The first would reinvigorate the century-old pipeline to 
Georgia‘s Black Sea coast, but this time not to Batumi but to the port of 
Supsa, to Batumi‘s north. The second envisaged the building of a much 
longer pipeline to Turkey‘s Mediterranean deep-sea port of Ceyhan-
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Yumurtalik, an oil terminal that had already been built for the purpose of 
bringing Iraqi oil to market. 

The Russian option looked good on paper, particularly since it was the 
least costly. It would reverse a Soviet-era pipeline and pipe Azerbaijani oil 
to Novorossiysk, on the Black Sea coast, a project that could be rather 
easily completed. To upgrade this route into a wide-diameter major export 
pipeline would require only limited investments of about $1 billion, consi-
derably less than what would be required by the other proposed routes. Yet 
the Novorossiysk option had several disadvantages. The foremost was that 
it would provide Russia, the former regional hegemon that increasingly 
nurtured imperial designs on the Caucasus, with a monopoly over Azerbai-
jan‘s oil exports—and therefore its major source of income. Skeptics at the 
time have been more than vindicated by the Russian use of energy as a 
political tool in the 2000s. More important, Russia was in the mid-1990s 
strongly associated with Armenia‘s military victory over Azerbaijan. To 

Baku, Russia was Armenia‘s main backer; Moscow had played a direct 

role in the Karabakh conflict and in roiling Azerbaijan‘s domestic political 

situation. Even though relations would normalize somewhat beginning in 
1999, Azerbaijan‘s political leadership did not want to increase the coun-
try‘s economic dependence on Russia. Neither, in fact, did the international 

oil companies, despite the temptation of the Russian option‘s smaller price 

tag. They had observed the difficulties Chevron encountered in building the 
U.S.-backed Caspian Consortium pipeline through Russia to the very same 
port of Novorossiysk. As one American oil executive said, ―Russia had 

continually screwed [Chevron] over‖; thus, the oil companies investing in 

Azerbaijan were exploring alternative options.33  
Baku-Novorossiysk had four other major drawbacks. First, the Caspian 

Consortium pipeline would bring a million barrels of oil to Novorossiysk, 
raising the total oil volume transiting the Turkish straits to more than two 
million barrels per day at the beginning of the twenty-first century. There 
was a physical limit to the amount of oil that could traverse the narrow, 
difficult waters of the Bosporus, winding through the megalopolis of Istan-
bul, home to 12 million people. Turkey had a strong environmental case 
that moreover squared well with its political interests. Second, Novoros-
siysk suffers from regular wintertime operational problems, including fog 
and wind that complicate tanker loading. Since it is not a deepwater port, 
many tankers cannot use it. Third, the Russian option would not pipe Azer-
baijani oil straight to Novorossiysk—it would combine Azerbaijani oil with 
lower-grade crude from Russia, with the resulting mix being sold as ―Urals 
blend.‖ As one energy expert explained, 
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Shipping oil north from the Caspian, through Russia‘s Transneft crude oil 
transport system, also has cost implications. Transneft does not operate a 
quality bank (a means of accounting for varied oil quality and compensat-
ing shippers according to the quality of the oil they ship); nor does Trans-
neft use batching or other means of segregating cargoes to protect the mar-
ket value of higher-quality crudes. This means that comparatively light, 
sweet crudes from the Caspian are mixed with all the other heavier, sourer 
grades in the Transneft system. Azeri Light crude that is shipped north from 
Baku, for example, arrives at the port as Urals blend, losing $4 to $5 per 
barrel of value in the process.34 

 
Needless to say, Russia does not provide compensation for this loss, which 
not only costs Azerbaijan but also further enriches Russia, since the ―Urals 

blend‖ can command a higher price than unadulterated Russian crude.  
A third drawback of the Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline would be that it 

would go right through the Chechen capital, Grozny, where the eccentric 
general Jokhar Dudayev had declared independence—a red flag for many 
oil executives. Indeed, the Russian decision to invade Chechnya in late 
1994 was made just after the signing of the ―contract of the century‖—and 
the latter event has often been stated as a reason for the timing of the inva-
sion, implying a decision in Moscow to get ahead of a problem that could 
jeopardize its interests in the South Caucasus. The war in Chechnya did not 
go Moscow‘s way, thereby effectively killing Russia‘s hopes for Novoros-
siysk as the main export hub for Caspian oil.  

Transit through Iran, the second option, was supported by many oil in-
dustry figures, who were suspected on more than one occasion of eyeing 
the Iranian market with a view to being well positioned when it eventually 
opened up to the international petroleum industry in a serious way. Iran 
pushed hard for a two-prong option, whereby the initial phase would see 
Azerbaijani oil exported to northern Iran for consumption there, while Iran 
would in turn sell the equivalent amount of oil on international markets on 
Azerbaijan‘s behalf. This was known as the ―swap deal.‖ In a second 

phase, a major export pipeline would be built through Iran to the Persian 
Gulf. This pipeline could be constructed at a cost of $2.0 to $2.5 billion. 
Popular though it was in the industry, this option failed not only because of 
the U.S. sanctions on Iran but also due to Azerbaijan‘s frosty relations with 

the Islamic republic and the strategic folly that would result from bringing 
another million barrels of oil a day to the Strait of Hormuz.  
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Third was the western route, with its two variations. Baku-Supsa was 
strongly promoted by the Clinton administration as a route for the smaller 
flows of early oil that would begin moving several years before the major 
volumes would come online. Some companies, notably BP, preferred the 
Novorossiysk pipeline for this purpose. In the end, AIOC decided to sup-
port both of these smaller-scale projects, giving birth to the concept of 
―multiple pipelines.‖  

Yet as a means of shipping much larger quantities of oil, Baku-Supsa, 
while politically tempting to Azerbaijan and to Western nations, had a 
problem in common with Novorossiysk: it would bring the oil through the 
Bosporus. For this reason, a much longer pipeline was advocated by Tur-
key and well-placed segments of Azerbaijani society. Various configura-
tions were proposed, all of them designed to bring Azerbaijan‘s oil to Tur-
key‘s Mediterranean coast, at Ceyhan. But this proposal had two major 
problems. The first was its huge projected cost, more than $3 billion, which 
made it by far the most expensive option. It should come as no surprise that 
most early advocates of the route to Ceyhan were political scientists or 
politicians, not economists or industry executives. The second major draw-
back was the routing problem. As mainland Azerbaijan has no border with 
Turkey, the pipeline would have to cross either Armenia, Iran, or Georgia 
to reach Ceyhan. The Armenian option was fancifully advocated in some 
circles, some proponents even dubbing it the ―peace pipeline,‖ in the vain 

hope that the prospect of a pipeline routed across Armenia would bring it 
together with Azerbaijan, its adversary in the war over Karabakh. In spite 
of renewed efforts by the Armenian lobby in the United States to this ef-
fect, the route across Armenia never got off the drawing board. The Iranian 
route was long entertained, but it suffered from problems with U.S. sanc-
tions, and more importantly the realization that if Iran was to have a pipe-
line carrying Azerbaijani oil on its territory, it had little intention of that 
being intended for transit to Turkey. 

When a route was finally assigned to the Baku-Ceyhan proposal—one 
crossing Georgian territory—it was not so much on the basis of economic 
merit as by default, the other options being even more impractical.  

In the late 1990s, with the planned start-up date for production nearing, 
the problems impeding a northern or southern pipeline were not going 
away. Russian policies were growing increasingly imperial, and neither 
Iranian policies nor U.S.-Iranian relations were improving. In that context, 
the Baku-Ceyhan route emerged as the only feasible option. When the 
pipeline was eventually completed, in 2005—with a route that passed 
through Tbilisi—it was in large part the product of long-term strategic 
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thinking among Azerbaijani, Turkish, British, and not least American dip-
lomats and executives. However, it must be noted that in no small measure, 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan owes its existence to the discovery in 1999 of a depo-
sit of natural gas of unprecedented size in the Shah-Deniz field. In the 
meantime, SOCAR and AIOC settled on two complementary routes for 
early oil: the refurbished Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline and the Baku-Supsa 
pipeline—providing options, and satisfying both Russian and Western 
political interests.35

 

 

Coming of Age: Shah-Deniz and the Building of the Twin Pipelines 

 
While what became the Shah-Deniz project was being planned in the late 
1990s, the U.S. government was lobbying hard for the export of Caspian 
natural gas resources to the West. But Azerbaijan figured in these discus-
sions mainly as a transit country: the real resources of natural gas were 
across the Caspian, in the deserts of Turkmenistan. The country produced 
up to ninety billion cubic meters of gas per year in the late Soviet period, 
and was known to have substantial though unmapped additional deposits. 
Through a trans-Caspian pipeline, Turkmen gas would be brought to Azer-
baijan and then onward to Turkey.  

The Shah-Deniz field was thought to contain up to three billion barrels 
of oil, and additional gas resources.36 The project was dominated by BP 
and Statoil, which each acquired a 25.5 percent stake in the project. The 
Russia-based LUKAgip, Total Fina Elf, and the Iranian National Oil Com-
pany each got a 10 percent stake, with Turkey‘s TPAO at 9 percent. But in 

1999, the exploration well at the Shah-Deniz deposit about 100 kilometers 
southeast of Baku struck natural gas, not oil. The deposit was one of the 
largest accumulations of offshore gas to be discovered in about twenty 
years. The field encompassed about 860 square kilometers (330 square 
miles), and featured great variations in sea depth, ranging from 50 to 600 
meters.37 Recoverable reserves were estimated at more than one tcm, a 
figure that was doubled a decade later in view of additional field develop-
ment and new technologies.  

In a flash, Azerbaijan turned into a producer not only of oil but also of 
natural gas. This changed the outlook for the country‘s energy sector, creat-
ing headaches for the oil industry. To begin with, Shah-Deniz‘s output 

could not be fed into the main oil export pipeline, as had been hoped. On 
paper, this worsened the prospects of the Baku-Ceyhan project, still under 
consideration at that time. Moreover, it meant that the industry had to find 
separate export pipelines for gas. More worrying from a strategic perspec-
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tive, the Shah-Deniz discovery changed the prospects for trans-Caspian 
pipelines generally. Azerbaijan was no longer just a transit country for gas, 
but also a producer and potential competitor with Turkmenistan. Logically, 
Azerbaijan thought the trans-Caspian pipeline project could be adapted to 
include Azerbaijani gas, by feeding Azerbaijani gas into the flow of Turk-
men gas that was planned to cross the country‘s territory. But this would 

likely mean the reduction of Turkmen gas volumes to be exported by this 
route, This prospect further cooled the already frosty relations between the 
two states, and combined with a series of other factors to kill the project, at 
least for the following decade. 

A solution to the export problems gradually matured. Building pipelines 
involves much more than laying pipes and constructing compressor sta-
tions: the pipeline company has to negotiate with literally thousands of 
landowners for the right-of-way across territory, a cumbersome and expen-
sive process. If two parallel pipelines were built—one for oil and one for 
natural gas—economies of scale could be applied to the project and boost 
its commercial viability. This is an important factor that contributed to the 
willingness of the oil industry to get on board with the Baku-Ceyhan pipe-
line and that helped the consortium secure credits for the project. 

The result was the development of a project that combined what had be-
come the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline with a parallel gas pipeline dubbed 
the South Caucasus pipeline. As oil development from ACG was scheduled 
earlier than gas development from Shah-Deniz, the pipelines were not 
physically built at the same time, but sequentially. While it was underway, 
in the early 2000s, this was one of the largest infrastructure projects in the 
world. And it was, and remains, controversial. As S. Frederick Starr has 
pointed out, ―When the [Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline] was conceived, the 
burden of proof lay firmly on the side of anyone proposing that such a 
pipeline could be built.‖

38 Or that it should. Indeed, the project had to face 
a daunting set of interlocking challenges. First, it had to convince sponsors 
that it was feasible and economically viable despite its enormous cost. In 
spite of the gains of scale obtained by building twin pipelines, Baku-
Tbilisi-Ceyhan would cost at least $3 billion and the South Caucasus gas 
pipeline another $900 million. Second, the consortium and its backers had 
to deal with continuous Russian and Iranian opposition, a delicate issue for 
both Azerbaijan and Georgia, but especially for oil companies that either 
held or hoped to acquire important interests in those countries. It was made 
clear to them that this project would not increase their chances in either 
country. Third, the project faced the problem of Armenian-Azerbaijani 
relations. As the ―peace pipeline‖ project dream quickly died, it became 
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clear that the route of the pipeline would cross Georgia, taking a northward 
turn and thus bypassing Armenia. This brought the project a powerful op-
ponent: the worldwide Armenian diaspora. Fourth, the project faced loud 
protests from a wide spectrum of nongovernmental groups, a coalition so 
diverse as to generate speculation regarding its funding and support. It 
included environmental activists who thought that less and not more oil 
should be consumed in the world, and, more specifically, who worried of 
the consequences for the fragile ecosystems along the route, not least in 
Georgia‘s Borjomi area, home to the famous mineral water. Supplementing 
this charge, human rights activists accused the oil companies and host gov-
ernments of neglecting the concerns of local communities, and even sup-
pressing their expression. In particular, pro-Kurdish groups opposed the 
pipeline, claiming that it would run through Kurdish areas where nongo-
vernmental organizations (NGOs) feared that local populations would be 
denied the opportunity to have their say. Finally, the pipeline opponents 
included a set of groups critical of international financial institutions in 
general and their policies on environmental and human rights issues in 
particular. 

Eventually, in spite of these daunting challenges, a combination of eco-
nomic and political factors came together to ensure that the pipeline would 
be built. Most important was the simple matter of time: with every passing 
day, the date when oil production would begin got closer, making the reso-
lution of the pipeline issue increasingly urgent. The problems associated 
with the Russian and Iranian routes and a growing understanding of the 
Turkish straits problem eventually clinched the deal for the Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan route. Throwing further weight behind this choice was the decision 
by several companies active in Kazakhstan to acquire a stake in the pipe-
line, a move that enhanced prospects for its long-term economic viability. 
Construction of the pipeline would not have been possible, however, with-
out the strong and consistent support given to the project by subsequent 
governments in the three local countries, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom. This convergence of support enabled the project to attract addi-
tional backing in the form of loans from the International Finance Corpora-
tion and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, as well 
as public guarantees from the Japanese Bank for International Cooperation, 
the U.S. Export-Import bank, and British Export Credit guarantees.  

In October 2000, a $25 million basic engineering feasibility study was 
approved. Five months later, Chevron—which did not hold a stake in the 
ACG fields, but was invested in the Tengiz field in Kazakhstan and Azer-
baijan‘s Absheron field—opted to join the project, leaving Exxon Mobil as 
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the only major company to continue to oppose Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan.39 In 
September 2002, construction of the pipeline began with a ceremony near 
Baku with Presidents Heydar Aliyev, Eduard Shevardnadze, and Ahmet 
Necdet Sezer in attendance, flanked by U.S. energy secretary Spencer 
raham.40 On May 25, 2005, the completion of the pipeline was officially 
celebrated in Baku; the first tanker lifting Azerbaijani oil from Ceyhan was 
filled in June 2006. The Shah-Deniz pipeline was completed in mid-
December 2006, and began to deliver natural gas to embattled Georgia in 
February 2007, greatly easing that country‘s energy situation. 
 

Managing Revenues: The Oil Fund and the Budget 

 
Under the PSA that provided the basis for development of the ACG fields 
and subsequent large contracts such as the Shah-Deniz consortium, the 
structuring of revenues between the Azerbaijani government and the ener-
gy companies was settled in a mutually beneficial way. In essence, the 
scheme envisaged that the companies would get a large portion of the rev-
enues in the early years of production to compensate for their investments 
in the structures. Gradually, however, the bulk of the revenue would trans-
fer to the government of Azerbaijan, whose share of the revenue would 
grow with time.41 In total, the ―contract of the century‖ is projected to re-
sult in Azerbaijan receiving about 80 percent of the total profits, including 
its share in the AIOC, taxes on the foreign companies‘ oil profits, bonuses, 

and royalties. 
 

Table 9.3: Original Shareholders in the Azerbaijan International  

Operating Company (AIOC), September 20, 1994 

 

Shareholder  Ownership share (%) 

 State Oil Company (Azerbaijan)  20.000 
 BP ( United Kingdom)  17.127 
Amoco ( United States)  17.010 
Lukoil (Russia)  10.000 
Pennzoil ( United States)  9.820 
Unocal ( United States)  9.520 
Statoil (Norway)  8.563 
McDermott International ( United States)  2.450 
Ramco (United Kingdom)  2.080 
Turkish Petroleum Corporation (Turkey) 1.750 
Delta-Nimir (Saudi Arabia)  1.680 
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Table 9.4: Shareholders in the Azerbaijan International Operating 

Company (AIOC), 2007 

 

Shareholder Ownership share 

(%) 

BP ( United Kingdom) 34.14 
 Unocal ( United States) 10.28 
 State Oil Company (Azerbaijan) 10.00 
INPEX (Japan) 10.00 
Statoil (Norway)  8.56 
Exxon Mobil ( United States) 8.00 
Turkish Petroleum Corporation 6.75 
Devon Energy ( United States) 5.63 
Itochu (Japan) 3.92 
Amerada Hess ( United States) 2.72 

 
 

The Resource Curse 

 
Most projections show Azerbaijan receiving up to $120 billion in oil and 
gas revenues over the 2005–25 period. (Sharper estimates are not possible, 
given the fluctuations in oil prices.) The sheer size of these revenues raises 
important questions about how they will be used, and whether Azerbaijan 
will experience the familiar economic maladies of resource-rich countries, 
such as the ―Dutch disease,‖ the ―resource curse,‖ and the ―paradox of 

plenty.‖ Indeed, given that no country in modern times has experienced a 

flood of new revenues as great as the one now washing over Azerbaijan, 
there appears to be little reason why it should not encounter these prob-
lems. 

The resource curse is an academic conception drawing on, and seeking 
to make coherent, the economic difficulties experienced by most resource-
dependent countries. Indeed, academics discovered that resource-rich coun-
tries paradoxically have lower rates of GDP growth than their less affluent 
counterparts; hence the term, coined by Richard Auty, ―resource curse.‖

42 
As it has developed, the concept of the resource curse encompasses sev-

eral ailments suffered by oil-producing countries. A sequential examination 
of these problems makes clear that Azerbaijan was not immune, even 
though it had instituted some of the policies prescribed to reduce the poten-
tial for damage—but by no means enough of them to insulate the country 
from highly adverse effects. 
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First, the volatility of the prices of raw materials, particularly oil, results 
in equally volatile government revenues. This, in turn, creates the risk of 
sharp expansions and contractions in government spending. The Azerbaija-
ni government has instituted the State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan to manage 
this problem, which is an important step. Nevertheless, the government 
does move a substantial part of the revenue into the state budget. This is 
only natural in the short term, given the need for investment in infrastruc-
ture and other projects; but if the trend continues, that would mitigate the 
very rationale of the oil fund. 

Second, a large-scale influx of revenue can lead to appreciation of the 
local currency. This, in turn, harms the competitiveness of the non-oil 
economy, whose products become expensive on the international scene 
while imports become cheaper. This problem began to affect Azerbaijan as 
early as 2006, fueled by budget increases of 80 percent in 2006 and 50 
percent in 2007. While the budget is unlikely to continue to grow at such a 
pace, the risk of continuously lax budgetary policies is present. 

Third, like rents of any form, including foreign aid, oil revenues are 
known to create complacency in government circles, thereby removing 
incentives to conduct serious and needed reforms, and reducing the effec-
tiveness of government or its perceived need to invest in infrastructure and 
education. In Azerbaijan‘s case, complacency may indeed become a grow-
ing risk: because the government is not beholden to foreign donors and 
partners, it believes that it has greater freedom of movement, a perception 
that may have the effect of hampering reforms. While infrastructure reform 
has progressed well, the education sector, crucial to Azerbaijan‘s post-oil 
future, is lagging badly, with little indication that something is being done 
to upgrade it. 

Finally, the large influx of revenue facilitates corrupt practices, and pro-
vides the possibility for government figures to consolidate change-resistant 
fiefdoms of their own where they hold sway on the basis of the immense 
financial resources they command. This is indeed a serious problem in 
Azerbaijan today. 
 

The State Oil Fund and EITI: Building Transparency 

 
In dealing with the mounting flow of oil income into an economy marred 
by corruption and mismanagement, Azerbaijan has been widely lauded for 
two important steps it has taken—setting up an oil fund for the reinvest-
ment of state oil revenues and joining the Extractive Industries Transparen-
cy Initiative (EITI). These actions have created a respectable level of trans-
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parency in terms of the income stream. That said, problems remain on the 
spending side—with the budget process and especially SOCAR being 
marred by great problems. 

Moved to act by the prospect of growing amounts of oil revenues and 
recommendations from international financial institutions, the Azerbaijani 
government decided in December 1999 to establish the State Oil Fund of 
the Azerbaijan Republic (SOFAZ).43 The statutory regulations of SOFAZ 
were approved on December 29, 2000. SOFAZ‘s executive director reports 

directly to the president. The oil fund is thus responsible not to Parliament 
but to the president, who appoints its director as well as its board. Hence, 
SOFAZ may be independent from the budgetary process, but not from the 
political leadership of the country. That said, SOFAZ was an entirely new 
institution in Azerbaijan‘s political and economic history and required a 
great deal of care in its establishment and management. Azerbaijan had 
never had experience with the receipt of large amounts of revenues over a 
short period of time, or with managing such revenues. SOFAZ‘s main goal 

was to accumulate revenues from the PSAs and invest them in interest-
generating bonds and stocks. At the same time, SOFAZ serves as a tool for 
the prevention of the inflation that would likely result if the massive oil 
income went straight into the state budget. SOFAZ‘s funds are considered 
an investment opportunity for economic and social projects that will diver-
sify the economy and build infrastructure so that the non-oil economy may 
develop. 

SOFAZ‘s primary sources of income are bonus payments, royalties, rev-
enues from the sale of crude oil and gas, rental and transit fees, revenues 
from joint activities with foreign companies, and revenues from invest-
ments and from the sale of assets. The accumulated revenues are kept off-
shore with internationally recognized and reputable financial institutions 
and fund managers. SOFAZ is often proudly referred to as one of the most 
transparent and noncorrupt institutions in Azerbaijan. From its first day of 
operation, it has been forthright with the local media and the NGO sector 
about its revenues, earned interest, and expenditures. This information has 
been shared with the public both through SOFAZ‘s website, oilfund.az, and 
regular press conferences, and the publication of periodic reports. In addi-
tion to the Parliamentary Chamber of Accounts, the international auditing 
firm Ernst & Young regularly conducts an audit of SOFAZ‘s activity. 

By mid-2009, SOFAZ had attracted the equivalent of about $11.8 bil-
lion, up from $3.5 billion only two years earlier.44 Large percentages of the 
oil fund‘s income were being transferred to the state budget—an amount 
equal to almost $10 billion since the fund‘s creation, with additional funds 
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spent on various projects, chiefly housing for internally displaced persons 
and infrastructure projects focused on water supply and irrigation.  

To those who thought of Azerbaijan as a hopelessly corrupt country, its 
decision not only to join but to become a pilot member of the EITI must 
have been greeted either with utter disbelief or as an extreme sign of cynic-
ism. The EITI was launched by Prime Minister Tony Blair of Britain at the 
September 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development, and aims to 
promote transparency in the oil, gas, and mining industries to ensure that 
revenues from these industries ―fulfill their potential as an important en-
gine for economic growth in developing countries, instead of leading to 
conflict, corruption, and poverty.‖

45 To the surprise of many, Azerbaijan 
became the first participant in the EITI to file a transparency initiative 
report, and several multinational oil and gas companies operating in the 
country committed to full disclosure of their monetary transfers to the 
Azerbaijani government. 

Despite SOFAZ‘s general transparency, local and international organiza-
tions have continued to express concerns about the safety of the oil reve-
nues and their most effective uses. For instance, the International Monetary 
Fund and other international organizations recommended to the Azerbaija-
ni government that the role of primary decision maker for SOFAZ be 
passed from the president of the country to the Parliament—a step most 
observers would consider questionable given the nature of Azerbaijan‘s 

political system. More to the point are concerns that in spite of SOFAZ‘s 

transparency, the funds transferred into the state budget for public goods 
and services are susceptible to large-scale corruption and embezzlement. 
There is little public control or media or NGO monitoring of these funds. A 
local NGO, the Public Funds Monitoring Center, and Caspian Revenue 
Watch (a project initiated and funded by the Open Society Institute) so far 
have been the only initiatives from civil society to monitor oil and gas 
revenues. Indeed, once the funds leave SOFAZ and go to a regular gov-
ernment ministry or agency, there is no transparency in the ways the money 
is spent, though there is much anecdotal evidence on the broad corruption 
plaguing many agencies and ministries.  

President Ilham Aliyev signed a presidential decree in September 2004 
on ―the long-term strategy on the management of oil and gas revenues.‖

46 
This decree specified how oil and gas revenues would be managed for the 
period 2005–25, stipulating that they be directed toward seven areas: 

 
 development of the non-oil sector, Azerbaijan‘s regions, and 

small and medium-size businesses 
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 large-scale development of infrastructure 
 implementation of poverty reduction measures and other social 

projects 
 stimulation of the intellectual and technological bases of the 

economy  
 development of human capital 
 strengthening of the nation‘s defense capacity 
 redevelopment of the liberated territories and resettlement of in-

ternally displaced people 

 
Some of these priority areas, such as the development of human capital, 
have been urged by the United Nations, opposition parties, and local 
NGOs. In 2003, the opposition Azerbaijan National Independence Party 
proposed to allocate $1 billion from SOFAZ funds to establish a scholar-
ship program to enable Azerbaijani students to study abroad, a proposal 
that the government is implementing in modified form. Some members of 
Parliament have suggested spending 1 percent of SOFAZ revenues on the 
elderly and war veterans. The strengthening of the army has been also cited 
by President Aliyev as a regular focus for the expenditure of oil revenues.  

Despite the presidential directive and other, more concrete planning, dis-
agreement is rife on the use of oil and gas revenues. Some opposition par-
ties have argued that the accumulation of the oil revenues in SOFAZ and 
their investment in foreign low-interest bonds and stock is not as produc-
tive as investment in the local economy would have been. A lack of loans 
for farmers and small business is often cited as a good example of this 
problem. A recurrent question has been why Azerbaijan borrows money 
from foreign banks and financial institutions at high interest rates to pro-
vide loans to farmers, when it could use its own oil revenues for the same 
purpose. On at least one occasion a government representative, state eco-
nomic adviser Vahid Akhundov, expressed agreement with such concerns.  
 

SOFAZ and the Transparency of the Budget 

 
If SOFAZ and the EITI initiative have shown the Azerbaijani leadership‘s 

ability to ensure transparency in the revenue stream from the large oil and 
gas projects when political will is present, the picture is less bright on the 
spending side. Especially at times when major construction projects are 
being undertaken and major procurements are being made, opportunities 
for corruption are huge. Indeed, the government of Azerbaijan now trans-
fers substantial amount of money from the oil fund into the regular budget 
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for development work. Even worse is the situation in SOCAR itself, which, 
like many of its international counterparts, is much more than an oil com-
pany. SOCAR virtually runs a parallel budget, using its funds to build 
schools and other facilities, and doing so with even less transparency than 
is practiced with the general budget.  

SOCAR has traditionally been perceived as the cash cow of the govern-
ment, and is regularly called upon to contribute when some unexpected 
expenditure comes up. Examples include special fellowships for talented 
students, sports tournament sponsorships, organization of cultural events, 
funding of the construction of medical diagnostic centers, and humanitarian 
donations to refugees and internally displaced persons. In addition, SO-
CAR maintains an extensive benefits program for its own employees, total-
ing nearly 80,000 persons.  
 

Oil and Governance 

 
The overwhelming majority of countries where the energy sector domi-
nates the local economy have experienced problems with democracy, hu-
man rights, governance, and corruption. Norway stands out as the excep-
tion that confirms the rule.47 It remains to be seen whether in the years 
following the completion of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline and the ex-
port of ―major oil‖ from Baku to Western markets, Azerbaijan will emulate 

the Norwegian model and significantly improve governance. 
With completion of the pipeline still fairly recent, there are two ways to 

look at its impact on political developments in Azerbaijan: one optimistic, 
the other pessimistic. Those with an optimistic outlook claim that the prox-
imity of Azerbaijan to Europe and the connection of Azerbaijan to the 
European economy through the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline will even-
tually result in the full political and economic integration of the country 
into European institutions and Europe‘s system of values. This, in turn, will 

lead to improvements in governance, transparency, human rights, and the 
practice of democracy generally. Indeed, certain events in the first decade 
of the twenty-century support this argument. For instance, in 2001 Azerbai-
jan joined the Council of Europe, which has been a crucial factor behind 
reforms in the country, such as the passage of the law on the fight against 
corruption, the establishment of a public television station, the release of 
political prisoners, and amendments to the constitution, including one 
opening the way for ordinary citizens to appeal to the Constitutional Court. 
Some of these changes are still new to Azerbaijani society and lack proper 
mechanisms of implementation. Thus, it is not clear what the full ameliora-
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tive effects of these reforms will be. Yet the fact that these changes are 
being made provides hope for long-term development in the field of de-
mocracy and good governance. The Council of Europe continues to press 
the Azerbaijani government on other issues, such as reform of the electoral 
law, transfer of power and authority from local executive bodies to the 
municipalities, and the establishment of a strong civil society. Other inter-
national organizations also work on this front. With the help of the United 
Nations, the Azerbaijani government began in 2003 to develop and imple-
ment a state program on poverty reduction. The International Monetary 
Fund has been instrumental in working with the Azerbaijani government to 
establish a system of annual reports to Parliament on the activities of the 
executive branch.  

Yet none of these improvements and reforms in the political sector are 
directly driven by oil and gas projects. In fact, those who take a pessimistic 
view of the impact of such gas projects argue that they seem to be imped-
ing the development of democracy and human rights in the country. Fol-
lowing most elections since 2003, opposition figures and NGO activists 
regularly accused foreign governments and multinational oil companies of 
ignoring electoral fraud and supporting an authoritarian regime in the name 
of stability and security. Foreign powers and powerful energy companies 
are primarily interested in preserving long-term stability in the country in 
order to ensure the smooth continuation of the oil and gas projects. In ef-
fect, this requires that energy companies work with the incumbent regime. 
Indeed, in recent years the oil companies operating in Azerbaijan have 
developed strong partnership ties with the Azerbaijani government. Fearful 
of imperiling their contracts and business ties with the government, they 
have little incentive to finance opposition parties or civil society groups.  

In the short term, the oil boom of 2006–10 at the very least appears not 
to have had any positive development on the governance situation in the 
country. If anything, it seems to have bred complacency regarding the need 
for reform in the country. Nevertheless, the oil boom has not taken place in 
isolation: it has been accompanied with a decreased Western engagement 
with the country, the factor that was always the leading force of positive 
change. Oil has, in the final analysis, been instrumental in helping Azerbai-
jan build a better-functioning state with governmental institutions that work 
considerably better than those of states in comparable socioeconomic situa-
tions, such as the countries of Central Asia. As argued by, among others, 
Francis Fukuyama, the building of functioning state institutions is a sine 
qua non for long-term political development and a durable democracy.48  
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Western policies will be crucial in determining oil‘s effects on Azerbai-
jan‘s political development. The country‘s integration into Europe will 

only happen if Western governments and institutions adopt a proactive 
policy of engagement with Azerbaijan and the broader region. However, 
since 2003 the opposite has been the case, with gradual Western dissocia-
tion from the region contributing to the stalling of reforms. 

 If anything, the cooling of Western attitudes toward Azerbaijan follow-
ing the 2003 election tends to disprove the thesis that oil takes precedence 
over democracy in Western policies. Indeed, the completion of the Baku-
Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline seems to have done little to alter the arm‘s-length 
state of relations between Washington and Baku that developed after the 
fall of 2003, when U.S. policy warmed up considerably to Georgia while 
maintaining a distance from Azerbaijan, in spite of the strong U.S. strategic 
interests in the country.  

Building the Non-Oil Economy 

Azerbaijan‘s energy sector produces close to a third of national GDP, but 

provides only one percent of employment in the country. This simple sta-
tistic illustrates the economic importance of the non-oil sector. If Azerbai-
jan is to avoid the fate of many other hydrocarbon-dependent countries, 
where industry subsidies, unfair distribution of wealth, and unemployment 
combine to generate explosive social situations, it will have to succeed in 
building a non-oil economy that generates jobs and helps the population 
live meaningful lives. But the very dominance of the oil sector makes the 
building of a non-oil economy difficult. To begin with, as oil pushes up the 
value of the national currency, it makes exports less competitive—a 
process that can already be observed in Azerbaijan. Of course, the oil sec-
tor also creates a surplus that induces short-term thinking in government 
bodies and a false sense of comfort: money is there, and money can solve 
problems. 
 

Challenges to Building a Non-oil Economy 

 
Azerbaijani government officials, including President Ilham Aliyev, have 
on numerous occasions stated that the country‘s economy should not rely 
solely on oil, but should, rather, diversify into other sectors primarily unre-
lated to oil. Oil and gas reserves from currently operational fields are likely 
to be depleted by 2025, and even if new fields are discovered, oil revenues 
will decrease considerably in a matter of two decades. This gives authori-
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ties a time window to use resources to develop the non-oil economy to 
ensure sustainable development. There are, however, serious impediments 
to the growth of the non-oil sector—some left over from the Soviet era, 
some newly created. 

A first issue is infrastructure. Development of a sustainable non-oil 
economy will necessitate a solid infrastructural basis in the regions outside 
Baku. The requirements include roads and railways to transport goods, 
power stations to generate electricity for plants and factories, facilities to 
store and refrigerate agricultural products, and hotels and restaurants to 
attract tourists, among other improvements. At the time of independence, 
however, Azerbaijan‘s Soviet-era infrastructure was in a condition fit to 
evoke despair. After a long period of little improvement, the problem be-
gan to be addressed. In 2007, for example, Ministry of Transportation offi-
cials announced that the equivalent of more than $500 million had been or 
was being invested in road construction works, with plans being made for 
the further development of a regional road network.49 Major highways such 
as the ones linking Baku and Quba (to the northwest), and Baku and Qa-
zakh (to the far west) were renovated, and in Baku itself, roads were re-
paired and new bridges and tunnels were built to accommodate the rapid 
growth of traffic. A beltway around Baku was also being planned.  

The government also began construction of gas-operated electricity ge-
nerating stations in several regions of the country, which was expected to 
improve the availability of a stable and sustainable supply of power for the 
operation of industry. Many plants and factories in the food processing and 
light industry sectors have been opened in recent years, needing electricity 
but providing jobs. Tourism has also received a major boost, with the con-
struction of hotels, restaurants, and recreational centers in various regions 
of the country. 

Although most of the country still suffers from poor infrastructure, these 
measures show that the problem is slowly but steadily being addressed. 
This factor should gradually cease to constitute a major obstacle to the 
development of the non-oil economy However, it should be noted that most 
of the chemical and machinery factories such as those in Baku and Sumgait 
are hopelessly outdated. Because they use old equipment that is only prof-
itable because of artificially low energy prices, they are in fact unsustaina-
ble. Thus, while infrastructure development is indeed helping the small and 
medium-size factories, the larger-scale metallurgy and chemical plants 
need extensive modernization if they are to return to competitiveness. A 
special state program to revive these sectors appears to be in order. 
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The second issue in the effort to build a non-oil economy is financial 
policy. A particular challenge is posed by the appreciation of the national 
currency, a well-known difficulty to economists familiar with the problems 
of oil-producing countries. Starting in 2005, billions of petrodollars not 
only began flowing into the country but set off rapid growth of the state 
budget, despite recommendations by international financial institutions that 
the government spend conservatively. As a result, the economy showed 
signs of overheating and inflation began to rear its head, jeopardizing 
people‘s savings and complicating the process of acquiring loans from 

banks. In 2006, the government appeared to lose control over inflation; 
experts funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development reck-
oned the inflation rate to have reached 14 percent, double the official fig-
ure.50 By 2008, even the government acknowledged a 20 percent inflation 
rate.51 

In addition, the appreciation of the manat makes life difficult for local 
producers, especially in the agricultural sector, who find themselves unable 
to compete with cheap foreign products. As a result, Azerbaijani consum-
ers often find themselves buying Argentine fruit or Dutch roses instead of 
locally grown products. Unless the government takes measures to support 
export-oriented industries, it is likely that the Azerbaijani economy will 
lose much of its agricultural capacity. In 2006, for example, agriculture 
grew by only 1 percent. In recent years authorities have tried to support 
export-oriented industries by issuing loans to farmers, eliminating the farm 
tax, creating an Azerbaijan investment promotion fund, and several other 
measures, but these efforts have proven insufficient against the power of 
the oil revenues flooding the economy. 

The third and perhaps biggest threat to development of the non-oil econ-
omy is the existence of local monopolies tied to government officials. Most 
of these monopolies have divided up sectors of influence in the economy 
and control their sectors with repressive policies supported by government 
patrons (mostly by means of tax and customs policies) to avoid competition 
from newly created companies. The most common examples of the mono-
polies are seen in the export-import sector of the economy. It is virtually 
impossible for a new player in the market to import foods and other prod-
ucts. Customs officers create so many hurdles for new businesses that, in 
the end, grocery products rot and the would-be importer goes bankrupt.  

A similar situation is present in the construction materials market and 
even in services and light industry. Tax authorities and other government 
agencies use regulatory tools and policies to squeeze out competitors and 
capture the lion‘s share of the market for themselves. Various government 
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ministers are known to control the major producers of many agricultural 
products, and to enjoy de facto monopolies in road building, the poultry 
industry, and general construction, to name only a few examples. This 
situation discourages the flow of foreign capital into the non-oil economy, 
and leads to the outflow of local capital. A fourth factor is human capital. 
The development of the non-oil economy will require high levels of educa-
tion and knowledge if Azerbaijan and its people are to compete with for-
eign companies and other national economies. Although Azerbaijan‘s lite-
racy rate remains very high, the quality of education has suffered signifi-
cantly since independence. Schools and universities, notorious for perva-
sive corruption at every level, enroll thousands and thousands of students, 
but when these students graduate, they lack the training to be creative, to 
think independently, or to engage in critical analysis. Rather, they have 
been trained to be subordinate learners, memorizing the lectures of their 
teachers without making any new findings or experiencing fresh insights of 
their own. Indeed, the characterization of the education system by opposi-
tion leader Asim Mollazade as a ―diploma market‖ is not far from the truth. 

The young people who emerge from such a system are ill positioned to 
prosper in a dynamic market economy. Consequently, despite the high 
level of unemployment in the country, many banks, government institu-
tions, and private companies are unable to find job candidates with the 
skills and knowledge required in the modern professional workplace. The 
poor quality of education also hinders the marketing capacity of local com-
panies. Most of them are unable to sell their products abroad because of 
poor packaging and a lack of the skills required for participation in interna-
tional trade. 

Government officials realize the importance of a cadre of highly quali-
fied professionals to the development of the non-oil economy. For that 
purpose, in 2006 President Ilham Aliyev issued a decree establishing the 
Human Capital Fund, which began sending hundreds of Azerbaijani stu-
dents abroad to study. Several efforts have also been made to upgrade the 
education system, prominent among them the construction of more than 
130 modern secondary schools. A new computerization program of schools 
was also launched.  

The Ministry of Education long blamed all problems on the lack of fi-
nancial resources to pay higher salaries to teachers and upgrade the physi-
cal infrastructure of the schools. Nevertheless, the problem is much deeper, 
being in the very unreformed form of education being imparted. 
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Azerbaijan’s New Economic Icons 

 
During Soviet times, the non-oil economy was dominated by agriculture, 
light industry, and the mechanical and chemical industries. Most of these 
sectors now face serious challenges to their survival in the globally com-
petitive environment. In response, the Azerbaijani government has decided 
to shift its non-oil economy away from these traditional sectors to two new 
areas of strategic interest: information technologies and a transportation 
hub. 

The minister of communications and information technologies (IT) un-
der Ilham Aliyev, Ali Abbasov, has been a driving force in this regard. He 
went as far as to state in February 2007 that revenues from the IT sector 
would equal those from the oil sector in fifteen years.52 While this seems a 
rather sensational and ambitious statement, a closer look at recent devel-
opments in Azerbaijan‘s economy shows that something significant may be 

in the making. Both President Aliyev and Minister Abbasov have worked 
hard to get large American firms such as Microsoft, Cisco Systems, and 
Intel to invest in Azerbaijan. The development of the IT sector and the 
vision of making Baku the IT hub of the South Caucasus ans beyond has 
become the new icon of Azerbaijan‘s future economic model—one that 
will not depend on oil and gas.  

Initial efforts focused on upgrading the domestic computer network. The 
number of computers and Internet users in the country rose rapidly, reach-
ing 8 and 37 per hundred Azerbaijanis, respectively, by 2009.53 A program 
to implement an e-government project (i.e., fuller integration of IT into 
services and other activities of government) was also launched, with South 
Korean support. The most ambitious step, however, was the creation of a 
regional innovation zone, which was being launched in 2009. The zone 
would consist of technology districts where small and medium-size com-
panies would produce IT products for export.54

 

At the same time, the Azerbaijani government has been making signifi-
cant efforts to turn the country into a regional transport hub. With the con-
struction of the Kars-Akhalkalaki-Baku railway making a rail connection 
from Istanbul to the Caspian possible, and the addition of Kazakhstan‘s oil 

to the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, the plans to use Azerbaijan as a 
transit zone for regional trade are not unrealistic. The next challenge will 
be to lure natural gas producers in Turkmenistan into shipping their product 
through the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline. Clearly a step in the right 
direction, the development of IT and transportation sectors as part of the 
non-oil economy will nonetheless require support in the shape of new laws 
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and other kinds of reform if the Azerbaijani economy is to have a vibrant 
and competitive counterpart to the oil sector. 
 

Poverty Alleviation and the Distribution of Resources 

 
Long before Azerbaijan became part of the Soviet Union, its population 
periodically suffered from malnutrition and widespread poverty brought on 
by chronic warfare in the region, including invasions by foreign powers, 
and a general lack of political and economic stability. After the Bolshevik 
Revolution and the subsequent fall of the Azerbaijan People‘s Republic, 
peasants and workers hoped that the new Soviet regime would eradicate 
poverty. But the chaos of 1920s and 1930s, followed by the Second World 
War, dashed those hopes. Just like other Soviet nationalities, Azerbaijanis 
greatly suffered from malnutrition and even starvation. 

After the war, the rapid process of rebuilding the Soviet economy pro-
duced some short-term results, and poverty was substantially reduced by 
the mid-1970s. Although many Azerbaijanis were not making high wages, 
most earned enough to survive from paycheck to paycheck. It was only 
closer to the time of the Soviet Union‘s collapse that poverty again reap-
peared. 

In the early 1990s, average monthly salaries in Azerbaijan were one-
third below the Union average, and half of the level in the Baltic repub-
lics.55 Considering the fact that wages made up almost 70 percent of the 
population‘s income, statistics for the period showed that over 35 percent 

of the population had incomes below the minimum subsistence level.  
If poverty was ingrained at the time of independence, it grew rapidly in 

the years that followed. Many factors contributed: the Karabakh war and 
the ensuing occupation of Azerbaijani territories, the flood of refugees and 
internally displaced persons, the halving of GDP between 1990 to 1994, 
and the collapse of trade links, as well as mass unemployment and political 
chaos. Azerbaijanis experienced an unprecedented level of economic, polit-
ical, and social hardship. Temporary measures taken by governments in the 
early 1990s such as doubling and tripling salaries did not prevent the rapid 
rise in the poverty rate. 

During 1995–96, World Bank experts conducted several surveys, includ-
ing a livings standards survey of Azerbaijan. Most of the population, 61.5 
percent, was found to be living at or below the poverty level; 20.4 percent 
of the population was regarded as very poor. Not surprisingly, the poverty 
rate in Baku was slightly lower, 59.6 percent, though much higher among 
refugees and internally displaced persons (74.5 percent). The survey also 
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showed the unequal distribution of poverty across the various regions of 
Azerbaijan. The exclave of Nakhichevan, which was under Armenian em-
bargo, was the poorest of all (84.5 percent living in poverty), followed by 
the central regions (70.7 percent), whereas the northwestern regions ranked 
relatively well, though their poverty rate (49.0 percent) was still painfully 
high.56 After Heydar Aliyev came to power in 1993, a number of poverty 
reduction measures were implemented. State expenditures on social needs 
were brought above 50 percent of total state budget expenditures, macroe-
conomic stability was established, inflation was reduced, and by 2000 more 
than 29,000 small and more than 1,000 medium-size enterprises had been 
privatized. Equally important, a comprehensive land reform led to the dis-
tribution of more than 1.3 million hectares of agricultural land among far-
mers. This was the first time in Azerbaijan‘s history that farmers were able 
to own their land. These measures, in addition to the liberalization of for-
eign trade and a number of other structural reforms, gradually began to 
produce results. From 1994 to 2000 GDP grew by 24.5 percent, and the 
contribution of the private sector to GDP reached 68 percent, compared to 
29 percent in 1994. Within the agricultural segment of GDP, the private 
sector now accounted for virtually all production—99 percent. Yet at the 
same time, GDP growth did not automatically mean the eradication of 
poverty. As economists have long known, high levels of corruption and 
uneven distribution of resources can result in continued poverty even while 
GDP continues to grow. 

In 2000, GDP per capita in Azerbaijan was $664. This indicator put 
Azerbaijan in 98th place among 189 countries, making it a poor country by 
UN standards. Average monthly wages of working people were $45, and 
the average monthly pension for the country‘s almost 1.2 million pension-
ers was $17.  

Another factor that contributed to widespread poverty was the ineffi-
ciency and near-collapsed condition of the social protection system. The 
Azerbaijani Constitution provides citizens with broad social protections, 
but financial limitations had reduced these provisions to empty words. For 
instance, the minimum benefit per child was set at the level of $2 per 
month, and the minimum wage was only $6 per month. Pensions were also 
meager, mainly because of the low rate at which insurance premiums were 
collected for the Social Protection Fund. 

Starting in 1999, international financial institutions such as the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund made nationally owned poverty 
reduction strategies the basis of their concessional lending. More than sixty 
countries became engaged in this strategy, including Azerbaijan. Azerbai-
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jan‘s Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper was prepared by the government in 
July 2001, with the participation of civil society actors and international 
financial institutions, and approved by the World Bank and the Internation-
al Monetary Fund. This was followed by the development of the State Pro-
gram on Poverty Reduction and Economic Development (SPREAD), coor-
dinated by the newly established SPREAD Secretariat at the Ministry of 
Economic Development. This was the beginning of a more comprehensive, 
coordinated, and planned effort to reduce poverty in the country.  

Initially, SPREAD was planned to exist for a period of three years 
(2003–05), with the goal of revising it on an annual basis in line with moni-
toring of the implementation and effectiveness of envisaged policy meas-
ures. In a time when revenues from the oil contracts were starting to flow 
into the country, this coordinated effort to reduce poverty was especially 
important, as it showed a way to use oil revenues to create income genera-
tion activities and opportunities, improve the system of social protection, 
introduce targeted social assistance benefits to the population strata in 
greatest need, and increase the quality of education and health care, lifting 
in particular the living standards of internally displaced persons and other 
refugees. 

In 2005, with the initial SPREAD concluded, the government initiated 
work on a second SPREAD, which would cover the ten-year period from 
2006 to 2015. Partly because of SPREAD, but also partly due to skyrocket-
ing oil revenues, the poverty level in Azerbaijan declined to 13 percent in 
2009, less than a fourth of what it had been in the mid-1990s.57 Azerbai-
jan‘s rapid growth had affected the general income of the people and the 
level of poverty in the country. SPREAD was renamed the State Program 
for Human Capital and Regional Development, a sign that its sponsors 
were lifting their ambitions beyond the objective of eliminating poverty. 

Rising oil revenues and accelerating economic growth are very positive 
indications of the rapid development of the country. However, a frequent 
and legitimate question is whether these oil revenues trickle down to ordi-
nary Azerbaijanis and have an impact on their lives.  

While touring the regions in 2002, President Heydar Aliyev was con-
fronted by a large crowd of local residents in Gandja, who managed to 
break through the security cordon to pass him letters of complaint. For the 
grandmaster of politics, it was a clear sign that things in the provinces were 
not going well. While increasing economic activity in the country was very 
much felt in Baku, the regions outside the capital continued to experience 
severe problems with utilities (electricity and gas), income, and job oppor-
tunities. Many young residents of these rural areas were migrating to Rus-
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sia and other countries of the former Soviet Union in search for jobs. The 
angry Gandja crowd was a wake-up call for the political leadership: it had 
to start paying attention to the provinces. Mayors of several key towns— 
Gandja, Lenkoran, and Sumgait—were subsequently fired, and younger, 
more dynamic and reform-minded men were put in charge. 

 During his 2003 presidential campaign, Ilham Aliyev made regional de-
velopment and the creation of job opportunities for Azerbaijanis his prima-
ry themes. His father had preached ―stability‖ as his main message in the 

1990s; now, he turned the message into ―stability and development.‖ Dur-
ing his campaign, he promised to create 600,000 new jobs during his first 
term as president.58 

Immediately after his election, Ilham Aliyev signed a decree on the es-
tablishment of a state program for socioeconomic development of the pro-
vincial areas. This state program included a number of measures to develop 
the economy of the provinces, such as rebuilding roads, opening new facto-
ries and plants, developing infrastructure, building new electricity genera-
tion plants, repairing irrigation canals, opening new schools and health care 
centers, and introducing new investment and capital. A clear sign that Il-
ham Aliyev took the development of the provinces seriously was his fre-
quent visits to those areas; practically on a daily basis, he could be seen 
inaugurating a school or factory. 

In February 2007, the government reported that 520,000 new jobs had 
been created in the provincial areas.59 Although some analysts were skep-
tical of this number and called it a deliberate exaggeration, it indeed indi-
cated a clearly positive trend in Azerbaijan‘s provinces. Many of them had 

new governors who were engaging proactively in reconstruction efforts. 
Visitors to the provincial areas would find great changes compared a to 
five years earlier: where decrepit buildings and dirt roads had prevailed, 
towns now sport paved and cleaned streets, new parks, and new or reno-
vated buildings. Ilham Aliyev has also informally put pressure the coun-
try‘s oligarchs to invest in the provinces. Thus, major holding companies 
such as ATA Holding, Gilan Holding, and Azersun Holding—known to be 
informally controlled by top cabinet officials—have begun operating in the 
provinces, and hundreds of new factories and food processing plans have 
been opened. Whether they stay open and productive, however, remains 
another question. 

The government has also launched a new education program called the 
―New School for Modernizing Azerbaijan.‖ This project is being imple-
mented by the Heydar Aliyev Foundation, chaired by First Lady Mehriban 
Aliyeva; more than 130 secondary schools were built in 2006 alone. Health 
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care services also receive special attention, with several modern medical 
diagnostic centers having been built in the provinces. 

The banking sector also underwent major changes. Many banks opened 
branch offices in the provinces, while the government started providing 
microcredits to farmers through these banks for the development of agri-
cultural lands. Related to this, a leasing system was established in 2005, 
and farmers now have access to agricultural equipment by means of a state 
leasing company.  

Meanwhile, the social protection system has been completely changed. 
Universal benefits were eliminated, and targeted social assistance was 
established to help those most in need. The president repeatedly raised the 
salaries of state employees such as teachers, doctors, and scientists, and 
raised pensions and benefits to the families of those who had died in the 
Karabakh war.  

Economic trends are thus positive and do indicate that a portion of the 
petrodollars are being put to constructive use. Ilham Aliyev seems to well 
understand the dangers of failing to use these revenues to develop the phys-
ical infrastructure of the country and raise living standards. If these im-
provements fail to be realized, crushed expectations for a better life could 
turn into the most destabilizing problem in the country, and constitute the 
most serious challenge to the president‘s power. 

Significantly, the 2008 economic crisis, which did not spare Azerbaijan, 
did not generate widespread social discontent. Construction largely halted 
in Baku and the economy may be said to have received a much-needed 
cold shower reminiscent of the one that had doused it ten years earlier; but 
on the whole, thanks to oil revenues, Azerbaijan was relatively shielded 
from the crisis. 
 

Azerbaijan in the Politics of Trade: The Silk Road and the East-West 

Superhighway  

 
Continental trade and transportation is one area that could significantly 
boost Azerbaijan‘s prospects in the non-oil sector, and one where—for a 
change—Azerbaijan‘s location is a distinct asset. As has been noted a 

number of times in the present volume, one of the concepts that best epi-
tomize Azerbaijan is that of a crossroads. Azerbaijan straddles Europe and 
Asia not only in cultural and political terms, but also in terms of trade. 
Lying at the intersection of developing east-west and north-south trade 
routes at a time when trade between Europe and Asia is growing at great 
speed, Azerbaijan stands to gain significantly.  
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The potential benefits to Azerbaijan are illustrated by the international 
movement of freight containers. It is expected that by 2015 the annual 
volume of global container traffic will reach ten million units, more than 
triple the volume in 2005 (three million units). The overwhelming majority 
of these containers, holding anything from cars, clothes, and computers to 
foodstuffs and toys, are being shipped by sea, crossing the Suez Canal and 
often also the Strait of Malacca. However, if a well-functioning land route 
were established as an alternative, it could reduce the time in transit by a 
third and the cost of transportation by a quarter. Simply put, there are huge 
potential advantages to reviving the traditional Silk Road through inland 
continental trade to complement the maritime container trade.60 As Taleh 
Ziyadov has put observed, Azerbaijan is uniquely located to benefit from 
this development and to become a major transit country.61 

Azerbaijan is located at the crossroads of both major rival continental 
transportation projects. The one with the greatest potential is often referred 
to as the ―New Silk Road.‖ As proposed, it would comprise an east-west 
transportation system that would include highways and railways (but also 
fiber-optic cable networks, electricity transmission lines, and oil and gas 
pipelines) and link Europe to China and India by means of a route across 
Turkey and the Black Sea, through the Caucasus, and across the Caspian 
Sea into Central Asia. This project is supported by the European Union 
through its TRACECA (Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia) 
project, launched in 1993 but only gradually becoming a reality, and not 
mainly as a result of EU sponsorship but as the regional states take matters 
into their own hands. The rival project, supported by Russia and Iran, pro-
poses to create a north-south transportation corridor, linking India through 
Iran and Azerbaijan or the Caspian Sea, to Russia and Europe. Azerbaijan 
is a key element in both projects. Baku hosted a large TRACECA summit 
in 1998, where a multilateral agreement to construct the transport corridor 
was signed; the Azerbaijani government joined the north-south corridor 
project in 2005.62 

A great impediment to the building of these transportation networks is 
the legacy of the closed borders and closed economies of the Soviet period. 
Indeed, infrastructure linking former Soviet republics to their non-Soviet 
neighbors is often nonexistent or in disrepair. Large investments are needed 
for the construction of rail and road links, as well as to upgrade existing 
road and rail networks to international standards, a sine qua non if conti-
nental trade is to choose this route over the longer but simpler maritime 
routes. International financial institutions have made significant invest-
ments in these projects; nevertheless, it is only with the gradual economic 
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recovery of the region since the late 1990s, in particular the impressive 
growth rates of Azerbaijan, the other South Caucasus states, and Ka-
zakhstan, that extensive transportation networks are becoming a realistic 
prospect. 

Indeed, Azerbaijan‘s infrastructure is far from ideally placed to handle 

fast-growing trade. In 2009, Azerbaijan still did not have a rail connection 
to Turkey or Europe; the only existing railway connecting the Caucasus to 
Turkey crossed the Turkish-Armenian border, and had been closed since 
the Karabakh war. Moreover, Azerbaijan refuses to let its export goods 
cross Armenian territory en route to Europe. Seventy-five percent of Azer-
baijan‘s road network was characterized by the Asian Development Bank 
in 2005 as being in poor condition, including 61 percent of its east-west 
and north-south highways, although this problem is gradually being ad-
dressed.63  

In terms of rail networks, the United Nations foresees development of a 
7,000-kilometer railway linking China with Europe. The eastern terminus 
would be at the Kazakhstani-Chinese border, with the route going through 
the capital of Kazakhstan, Astana, to the Caspian port city of Aqtaū, across 

almost 4,000 kilometers of Kazakhstani territory. Railcar ferries would 
then link Aqtaū to Baku across the Caspian Sea. A railroad linking Baku to 
Turkey would complete the European connection.  

For this vision to be realized, a thorough upgrade of the Soviet-era rail-
way system will, of course, be necessary. Most of the railway is already in 
place, however. As it happens, the longest missing link on this 7,000-
kilometer route is a 98-kilometer stretch from the eastern Turkish city of 
Kars to the southern Georgian city of Akhalkalaki. This gap is one of the 
most politically sensitive issues facing the transportation network, given 
that a rail connection dating back to the czarist era links Kars through the 
Armenian city of Gyumri to Tbilisi. That rail connection has not been in 
use for two decades, given the closure of the Turkish-Armenian border and 
Azerbaijan‘s adamant refusal to use any Armenian connection in its inter-
national trade. To close the gap, and because Turkey and Georgia lacked a 
direct rail connection, the Kars-Akhalkalaki railway project was conceived 
in the early 1990s to connect Turkey to Georgia—and thereby Turkey to 
Azerbaijan—by rail. Of course, this project also plays an important role in 
the wider development of Eurasian trade, as the unresolved conflict be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan would otherwise hold such trade hostage.  

This project may seem to be in line with general Western policies for 
encouraging East-West trade. As it got under way, however, the United 
States refrained from supporting the project, in the hope of working instead 
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to open the Turkish-Armenian border and avoid the further isolation of 
Armenia. Armenian-American organizations were successful in 2006 in 
getting a law enacted in the United States that prohibited the use of U.S. 
credit or funding toward construction of the railroad.  

However, as would become clear in January 2007, such funding was not 
needed. Azerbaijan‘s new-found economic strength enabled it to push 
ahead with the project without external financing. Azerbaijan granted 
Georgia a $200 million loan at a nominal 1 percent interest rate for the 
building of the Georgian section of the railway, while Turkey would 
finance its own part. At a January 2007 ceremony in Tbilisi, the presidents 
of Azerbaijan and Georgia and the Turkish prime minister issued a declara-
tion on the railroad and a series of other cooperative ventures, including the 
linking of their electricity networks. The project is expected to be com-
pleted by 2011.64 

Azerbaijan scored a victory by showing its ability to override the Arme-
nian opposition to its selected economic projects. The economic isolation 
of Armenia, however, is not necessarily in Azerbaijan‘s long-term interest 
if it compounds Armenia‘s militarization and its domination by a siege 

mentality. Nevertheless, the Kars-Akhalkalaki railroad may in the long 
term be of equal significance to the building of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
pipeline in terms of bringing home the point to Armenia that it was gradu-
ally losing the upper hand in its relationship with Azerbaijan. 

Azerbaijan nevertheless faces a number of challenges before it can 
achieve the status of a major transit corridor. The building of adequate 
infrastructure is one such challenge. Other factors of importance include 
the state of the customs system, which is marred by systemic corruption, 
even to the highest levels. The successful completion of giant infrastructure 
projects in the energy field, in particular the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, 
was a precursor and perhaps a prerequisite to the development of greater 
international interest in rail and highway development, as well as other 
infrastructure projects in the region. And as Taleh Ziyadov has observed, as 
important as the economic aspects of continental trade may be, it is the 
strategic element that is of most importance to the Azerbaijani leadership—

just as with the pipelines.65 Integration with European communication 
arteries will bring Azerbaijan technical and administrative reform that will 
draw it closer to European standards of commerce and governance and 
deepen its engagement with European organizations. As such, it is a piece 
of Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy as much as it is a boon to the country‘s long-
term economic prospects. 
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10 
Azerbaijani Society: Identity,  

Modernity, and Tradition 
 
 
 
 

The upheavals that buffeted politics and the economy in Azerbaijan in the 
1990s also had a profound impact on society. But while the economic and 
political systems are gradually adapting to new realities, momentous de-
velopments such as the Soviet breakup, the war over Mountainous Kara-
bakh, economic dislocation, the opening to the outside world, and the effort 
to build a nation-state have also had profound effects on Azerbaijani socie-
ty. The very identity of the people and the way in which society has tradi-
tionally been organized have undergone particularly severe stress. Even 
before the onslaught of change that began with the Soviet collapse, the 
nation‘s demographic makeup had already been altered by the historic 

division of the nation along the border between the Soviet Union and Iran, 
as well as sovietization itself. Then, in the 1990s, came ethnic cleansing, 
migration both within and outside the country, and serious difficulties with 
the provision of health care and education.  

The changes of the past two decades have encouraged strong and often 
contradictory tendencies in society. These concern basic identity issues: the 
respective roles and status of societal groups such as men and women, the 
young and the old, and the urban and rural populations. Fresh questions are 
being asked about the role of religion in society and, more generally, the 
lifestyle choices Azerbaijanis make.  
 

 Socioeconomic and Demographic Developments 

 
The real social consequences of the Soviet breakup and its multiple atten-
dant disasters in terms of war, forced migration, and economic collapse are 
best illustrated by changes in Azerbaijan‘s demographic composition since 

about 1990. 
 Azerbaijan was by no means in a leading position among the Soviet re-

publics in socioeconomic terms. It ranked in the middle or lower middle on 
most indicators, being somewhat better off than the Central Asian repub-
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lics, but lagging behind its two Caucasian neighbors and the more western 
republics. The state of affairs was particularly dire between the great 
purges of 1937 and the Aliyev era of the 1970s. Nevertheless, Azerbaijan 
developed greatly in socioeconomic terms during the Soviet era, acquiring 
basic infrastructure and modern health and education systems. These, it 
should be said, suffered from the common problems of the communist 
system—for example, the ideological slant and authoritarian nature of 
education, or the overuse of antibiotics in the health sector. Nevertheless, 
the Soviet era did bring considerable progress to a society that had been 
largely illiterate, patriarchal, and rural. One of the most significant accom-
plishments of the Soviet Union was to secure the secularization of Azerbai-
jani society, which had been an objective of the czarist rulers and of the 
secular Azerbaijani intelligentsia that preceded the Soviets. Another closely 
related accomplishment was the emancipation of women, and their inclu-
sion in educational and professional life to an extent unseen in traditional 
or Muslim societies. Indeed, it is thanks to the Soviet experience that Azer-
baijan exceeds Turkey, itself a forerunner in the Muslim world, on such 
indicators as both male and female literacy, and female participation in the 
workforce. 

Azerbaijan‘s relatively impressive social development in the Soviet era 
was paralleled by a substantial increase in the national population: from 1.8 
million inhabitants in 1897, about two decades before the czars gave way 
to the Communists, to almost 8 million in 1999, about a decade after the 
end of Soviet rule. In the twentieth century, Azerbaijan‘s population 

growth rate exceeded the global rate by 20 percent. Toward the end of the 
Soviet era, Azerbaijan also saw the majority of its population shift from 
being rural to urban dwellers.1 In parallel, maternal and child mortality 
rates decreased and life expectancy increased as the population enjoyed the 
benefits of a developed health-care system. 

The post-Soviet era has been a totally different story. To begin with, 
birthrates plummeted in the 1990s in both absolute and relative terms. 
About 183,000 births were recorded in 1990, but the figure for 1998 was 
down by almost a third, to about 124,000. While an alarming decline, this 
still kept the birthrate above the replacement level. More alarmingly, the 
collapse of the Soviet health-care system and the outbreak of the Karabakh 
war caused mortality rates to increase rapidly. Around 40,000 deaths, or 
about 6 per thousand residents, were recorded annually prior to the war. By 
contrast, the figures for 1992–94 exceeded 50,000 deaths per year, peaking 
at 54,900 in 1994 (7.4 per thousand). Following the end of the war, the 
death rate returned to about 6 per thousand. This indicates that the war 



AZERBAIJANI SOCIETY: IDENTITY, MODERNITY, AND TRADITION    255 

 

indirectly or directly caused the deaths of more than 30,000 people, far 
more than the official figure of 18,000. Of course, the number of injured 
and disabled greatly surpassed the death toll, compounding the societal 
consequences of the war.  

The increased fragility of life in Azerbaijan was not limited to the direct 
effects of the war. In the post-Soviet period, child mortality and maternal 
mortality rates increased rapidly, stabilizing at several times the level for 
developed countries in the late 1990s. The general decline of socioeconom-
ic conditions is also illustrated by the fact that the mortality rate for men 
aged 20–60 years was double that of women, and that morbidity as a result 
of tuberculosis increased by a factor of five.2  

Migration flows are another result of the combination of war and eco-
nomic dislocation. These can be divided into three overlapping categories. 
First there were the forced migrations resulting from the Karabakh war: 
more than a million Azerbaijanis were forced to flee their homes in Arme-
nia, Karabakh, and the occupied territories surrounding Karabakh. Second, 
rural Azerbaijanis—including refugees—left the poverty of the countryside 
in search of work in the cities, overwhelmingly with Baku as their destina-
tion. This in turn led to a depopulation of the countryside, particularly of 
working-age men, while Baku grew immensely. The wider Baku area now 
houses close to half of Azerbaijan‘s population, putting additional strain on 

the Apsheron Peninsula, whose environment is already severely damaged 
after centuries of oil production. Driving taxis or standing on the outskirts 
of the city in hopes of providing day labor to the construction sector, the 
migrants are ubiquitous around Baku. Third, the mass migration from the 
Azerbaijani countryside, including refugees from the Karabakh war, also 
had an international aspect, as hundreds of thousands of people, primarily 
men of working age, left the country for work in Russia, Turkey, or the 
Persian Gulf emirates.  

Migration flows have both positive and negative consequences. Eco-
nomically, they provide a vital source of income to rural communities. Yet, 
much as in the instance of oil, this comes is in the form of a ―rent‖, not 

production. Moreover, these migration flows have contributed to the de-
creasing marriage rate in Azerbaijan, and the ensuing reduction in the 
birthrate. The number of recorded marriages fell almost by half from 1990 
to 1998, decreasing by a factor of 1.8 even as the population was growing.3 

These figures are all indicative of the social upheaval Azerbaijan went 
through after independence. All implications, of course, cannot be quanti-
fied. This is especially true regarding the psychological effect, not least on 
the young generation, which also includes the increased stress and anxiety 
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visited upon parents unable to provide their sons and daughters with the 
standards of living they themselves had enjoyed. The fact that more than 
half of the country‘s population fell below the poverty level in the 1990s 

(as noted in chapter 9) has implications that also cannot be quantified. 
Many members of the current adolescent generation of Azerbaijanis likely 
have received inadequate nutrition and health care, with consequences that 
will affect their health for many years to come. Likewise, many young 
Azerbaijanis have received an inadequate education—either because they 
have had to work to supplement their family income, or because of declin-
ing education standards in the schools. Refugee children have been espe-
cially hard hit by these problems, and it remains to be seen whether they 
will indeed become what some have already called a ―lost generation.‖

4
 

These socioeconomic and demographic trends are not unique to Azerbai-
jan. Among the post-Soviet states, Azerbaijan is comparable to other socie-
ties ridden by conflict, such as Tajikistan, Georgia, and Armenia. Among 
these, Azerbaijan had the great disadvantage of not being granted substan-
tial levels of development and humanitarian assistance, partly on account 
of its considerable oil-related income. Yet revenues from the oil industry 
were of little consequence to the people in the 1990s, and only started to 
make a substantial contribution to the state budget in the second decade of 
independence. While Azerbaijan‘s poor were mostly doing without interna-
tional aid in the 1990s, Armenia and Georgia were receiving substantial 
support from foreign donors, and in Armenia‘s case the Armenian diaspora 

as well. Likewise, once its civil war was over, Tajikistan became a major 
recipient of international assistance, unlike Azerbaijan. But with the strong 
stream of oil revenues now helping to rapidly reduce poverty and raise 
living standards, Azerbaijan‘s leaders nonetheless bear a great responsibili-
ty, which brings with it a great risk: should the population conclude that the 
oil money is not being used to advance the common good, the govern-
ment‘s very stability could be jeopardized.  

A key problem has been government policy, or the lack thereof, in the 
fields of health care and education. The health and education ministries 
have been among the most dysfunctional in independent Azerbaijan, with 
high levels of corruption and low levels of reform. Indeed, while Azerbai-
jan transitioned to a new curriculum for its schools, the failure of the gov-
ernment to invest in education led to retention of the same, outdated me-
thods of instruction used in Soviet times. A more modern curriculum, with 
modernized methods of instruction and teachers trained in these methods, 
remains sorely needed. The lack of funds in the education sector was dire 
in the 1990s and beyond—public spending on education in Azerbaijan in 
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1997 was 34 percent of 1992 levels.5 Enrollment is also problematic: from 
1989 to 1999, general secondary enrollment fell from 34 to 22.5 percent of 
the eligible population, while vocational and technical school enrollment 
fell from 28.8 to 10.1 percent.6 The lack of funds contributed to widespread 
corruption, with teachers at all levels demanding money for admission or 
grades. While the practice was especially prevalent in higher education, 90 
percent of parents of students enrolled below the university level reported 
in a 2006 survey that they had had to make informal payments. Most of 
these were for repairs and infrastructure, but almost 15 percent of parent 
reported having paid for grades, passing scores on examinations, or diplo-
mas.7  

While the lack of decent salaries may have given otherwise honest 
teachers little choice but to engage in corrupt practices, the effects of such 
practices on the emerging generation‘s values are still likely to be strongly 

negative. At the university level, students often have to pay both to get 
admitted and to graduate. The large-scale oil revenues provide the state 
with the financial resources needed to reform the education sector. Political 
will is nevertheless needed to accomplish this—breaking the pyramid of 
corruption that has developed in the education sector will go against en-
trenched interests, but such resolute action will be needed if Azerbaijan is 
ever to take its place among the developed nations of the world. 
 

Identity and Values 

 
The Soviet collapse unleashed a quest for identity that led to a competition 
between modernist (including Western) and traditional or, more precisely, 
neotraditional (including Islamic) self-images and lifestyle ideals. These 
forces had had only limited bearing on Soviet Azerbaijan. Indeed, the So-
viet Union had been both radical and conservative at the same time. Its 
ideology and social engineering were radical, though in some areas disastr-
ous—two prominent examples being the excesses of collectivization (espe-
cially in Ukraine and Kazakhstan) and the purges of the mid-1930s. Gradu-
ally, however, the Soviet leadership turned increasingly conservative. Al-
ready by the 1930s, any type of local initiative was either channeled 
through the top-down Communist Party apparatus or simply stifled. Hence, 
the Soviet Union kept a half-modernized society such as that of Azerbaijan 
in limbo, preventing it from progressing by its own devices, hindering it 
from interacting with the outside world, and restricting its knowledge about 
adjacent countries with which it shared culture and history. The Soviet 
Union‘s collapse can therefore be likened to the opening of a Pandora‘s 
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box, as it removed artificial boundaries with the outside world but also 
dissolved the ideological glue of communism that had held the state to-
gether. When, in the early 1990s, the erstwhile Soviet republics found 
themselves on their own, their opening up to the rest of the world occurred 
in an ideological vacuum. Everywhere, this resulted in the forceful entry of 
Western consumerism, in competition—in Muslim areas—with a resurgent 
Islamic alternative.  

Western lifestyles had a particular effect on the urban middle class, but 
most former Soviet citizens soon felt the impact of blue jeans, McDonalds, 
music videos, and the many other manifestations of consumerism. In Azer-
baijan, this onslaught coincided with a war that greatly boosted the devel-
opment of the country‘s separate national identity. Hence, the rapid evolu-
tion of lifestyle options coincided with a debate over the markers of the 
nation‘s identity, complicating matters further. This, in turn, had large 

implications for the structure of authority in society. 
 

Azerbaijani Identity in Development 

 
As discussed in chapter 2, a resurgence of patriotism and a quest for the 
markers of Azerbaijani identity occurred during Heydar Aliyev‘s tenure as 

leader of Soviet Azerbaijan in the 1970s and 1980s. When the Karabakh 
conflict broke out in 1988, this process was nevertheless limited mainly to 
the Baku intelligentsia and only nascent in the popular consciousness. Yet 
the conflict led to the rapid development of Azerbaijani nationalism, 
though what exactly this meant was ill defined. Whether Azerbaijani natio-
nalism identified the nation to include non-Turkic ethnic minorities was 
unclear, as was what exactly defined the Azerbaijani nation. Indeed, the 
largest difficulties in the building of the political agenda of the Azerbaijani 
Popular Front (APF) were related to these questions of identity and nation-
al ideology.  The people who make up Azerbaijan‘s majority population 

have in the past century gone by many names. Under the czars they were 
referred to simply as Muslims, or by the generic term ―Tatar,‖ which indi-
cated a Turkic-speaking Muslim. Later, in the early Soviet era, they were 
referred to as Turks, which turned into ―Azerbaijanis‖ after 1937. Mean-
while, the people themselves were never consulted on who they were. 
Were they best described as Azeri? Azerbaijani? Azeri Turks? Azerbaijani 
Turks? Or simply Turks?  

The debates that followed independence regarding the correct ethnonym 
for the people inhabiting Azerbaijan illustrate this quandary. An influential 
current in the national movement held that there was no such thing as an 
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Azerbaijani nation or language. Azerbaijan, accordingly, was the name of a 
territory, but not of a people. The dominant population group was the 
Turks, and their language was Turkish or Turkic (two concepts that are not 
differentiated in Turkic languages). This rather narrow and exclusive con-
cept of the nation stood against a much more inclusive and civic national 
idea, often called ―Azerbaijanism,‖ which heeds the Turkic heritage of 

Azerbaijan but is based on citizenship and common attachment to the terri-
tory rather than ethnicity; crucially, it includes the non-Turkic minorities in 
the definition of the national community. The former interpretation—the 
people of Azerbaijan as primarily Turkic—became state policy under Pres-
ident Abulfez Elçibey, upsetting not only the ethnic minorities but a large 
portion of the intelligentsia. Most Azerbaijanis, especially in Baku, were 
reluctant to fully embrace an ethnically based Turkic identity, which was 
often understood as tantamount to embracing Turkishness. This did not 
mean that they disliked Turkey; but they were not ready to define them-
selves in a way that they perceived as ignoring or neglecting their Cauca-
sian geography, history, and culture, their links to Iran, or their Soviet past. 
Indeed, finding a consensus on what they were not—Persian, Russian, or 
even Turkish—was easier than defining what they actually were. 

Elçibey‘s policies were reversed after Heydar Aliyev‘s return in 1993, as 

the nation, as well as the language, became defined as ―Azerbaijani.‖ This 

is important to note, since the Western press often uses the term ―Azeri,‖ 

which is not frequently used in Azerbaijan, certainly not in official docu-
ments. Indeed, the difference between these two terms merits some atten-
tion. The term ―Azeri,‖ used mostly by foreigners, has come to possess a 
narrower, ethnically based meaning, whereas the term ―Azerbaijani‖ is 

understood to refer to residents within the territory of Azerbaijan, embrac-
ing the country‘s entire population. However, Azerbaijanis themselves 
refer their nation by the term ―Azərbaycanlı,‖ (Azerbaijani). By the same 

token, Azerbaijan‘s language was defined as ―Azərbaycanca‖ (Azerbaija-
ni), which implied that it was the state language of all citizens of Azerbai-
jan. 

This definition has now been in use for more than a decade, and seems 
to represent the most acceptable notion to most of the population, in spite 
of objections from the Turkic nationalist fringe groups. Yet it does not 
mean that the definition of the Azerbaijani nation is settled; just as in any 
other modern nation-state, there is a continuing tug of war between civic 
and ethnic markers of identity. A nation‘s past is invariably built in great 

part upon the culture of its majority population, in this case a Turkic-
speaking, mainly Shiite Muslim population. Yet many of the poets and 
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writers who are hailed as the ancestors of Azerbaijani literature wrote 
mainly in Persian, while unquestionably being of Turkic origin. But those 
were the ironies of the time: one need only recall that Shah Ismail of Iran, 
an Azerbaijani Turk, wrote poetry in his Turkic dialect, while his contem-
porary, the Ottoman sultan Selim, wrote poetry in Persian. Language and 
ethnicity were simply not the determining features of identity in the Mus-
lim world, and are therefore not necessarily a particularly powerful tool for 
understanding the building of identities. 
 

Ethnic Minorities 

 
No matter how the nation is defined, it remains a fact that the overwhelm-
ing majority of Azerbaijanis are ethnically and linguistically Turkic, while 
a sizable minority are not. Aside from Jews, Armenians, and Russians, the 
latter mainly located in the capital, this includes a number of Muslim mi-
norities such as Lezgins, Talysh, and Kurds, as well as several North Cau-
casian ethnic groups. These mainly reside along the country‘s borders: the 

Talysh in the south, the Lezgins, Avars, and other North Caucasian peoples 
in the north, and the Kurds mainly in the west. These groups have histori-
cally been rather well integrated into Azerbaijani society, and levels of 
intermarriage are high. Consequently, estimates concerning their numbers 
vary greatly, as many Talysh, Lezgins, and Kurds are registered in official 
documents as Azerbaijani Turks. Nevertheless, it is generally estimated 
that about 200,000 Lezgins live in a compact area in the north of the coun-
try, near the Dagestani border. A slightly higher number of Talysh live near 
the Iranian border around Lenkoran and Astara, while the number of Kurds 
is harder to reckon. Kelbajar Province, situated between Armenia and 
Mountainous Karabakh and occupied by Armenia, was home to a signifi-
cant Kurdish population that was evicted along with Azerbaijani Turks 
from the occupied territories. 

Minority issues were a concern in the first years of independence, espe-
cially during the tenure of the Popular Front. Lezgins, in particular, reacted 
against the Turkic definition of the nation, and resisted military conscrip-
tion. This led to tensions between them and the government, and to the 
formation of a nationalist group called Sadval. In all likelihood, Sadval 
received intermittent support from forces within the Russian government 
trying to undermine Azerbaijan, and was responsible for terrorist attacks on 
the Baku metro in 1994 that killed more than twenty people. Likewise, a 
renegade ethnic Talysh military commander tried to establish a fiefdom in 
southern Azerbaijan in 1993, but failed to gain popular support for the 
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effort (see chapter 4). By the late 1990s, the minority situation had quieted 
considerably, in great part due to the inclusive policies of the Heydar 
Aliyev administration. Ethnic minorities are fairly well represented in 
Azerbaijani state institutions, including Parliament and the executive au-
thorities. The level of inclusion of minorities is perhaps best illustrated by 
the criticism this draws from some corners in the Turkist opposition. Rem-
nants of the erstwhile Popular Front, most notably Müsavat and its well-
read party newspaper, Yeni Müsavat, regularly characterize the government 
as having been hijacked by non-Turkic people, raising allegations that 
leading politicians are of Kurdish, Talysh, or even Armenian origin. 

A noteworthy aspect of social relations in Azerbaijan is the peaceful 
coexistence of the Jewish minority with the rest of society. Azerbaijan is 
home to a Jewish town, Krasnaya Sloboda, a twin city of the northern city 
of Quba, as well as a significant Jewish community in Baku. This commu-
nity is relatively wealthy and well integrated into society, the Quba Jews 
speaking Azerbaijani rather than Russian. Though many Jews took the 
opportunity to migrate to Israel during the chaos of the early 1990s, the 
economic development of Azerbaijan, coupled with the troubles in the 
Middle East, has actually prompted Jews to return from Israel to resume 
residence in Azerbaijan. 

The minority situation in Azerbaijan is relatively benign by regional 
standards, and certainly compared to that in both Iran and Russia, and even 
Georgia. However, by Western standards, Azerbaijan still has some diffi-
culties. The government continues to deny any instance of discrimination 
against minorities, and sees little need to incorporate international minori-
ty-rights law, which it considers unnecessary given what it terms the lack 
of minority-related problems in the country.8 Azerbaijan‘s relatively cen-
tralized form of government, for example, has the effect of limiting the 
political participation of minority populations at the local level. While the 
rest of the population faces similar limits, this condition resonates diffe-
rently in minority areas, as it raises the possibility that minorities will 
perceive that the government wishes to discourage their involvement in the 
political realm. Likewise, the effort to widen use of the national lan-
guage—commendable in itself, as the ability to communicate in Azerbaija-
ni provides a means for minorities to participate in public life—has also 
meant that the protection of minority languages in education and media has 
weakened somewhat. It remains a challenge for Azerbaijan to balance its 
promotion of an inclusive Azerbaijani identity with the internationally 
recognized minority rights to which the state has assented. 
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Modernity Versus Tradition 

 
The dramatic changes that have affected Azerbaijani society have brought 
with them completely new conditions of life for the young generation of 
today as compared to previous ones. Their mothers and fathers grew up 
under communism, as part of the enormous Soviet Union. They had stabili-
ty and predictability, but suffered from a lack of freedom and information 
and from isolation from the rest of the world. Moreover, their identity was 
gradually being eroded. Patriotically minded Azerbaijanis were concerned, 
by the late 1970s, that their children‘s generation would be completely 
Russified and lose any sense of being Azerbaijani. Indeed, especially in 
Baku, visitors could still hear Russian being spoken among Azerbaijani 
youth as late as the mid-1990s. Yet even as Soviet society was pushing 
children away from their parents‘ linguistic heritage, it was also fundamen-
tally conservative, permitting the older generations to exercise control over 
the younger ones and shielding the country from the influences of Western 
popular culture.  

All this changed in the 1990s. The very rapid opening of the country to 
the world allowed for a variety of influences to affect Azerbaijan, and pri-
marily, of course, the young generation. As in other post-Soviet states, the 
elder generations had tremendous difficulty adjusting to the change, often 
slipping into nostalgia for the good old Brezhnev era or simply being dis-
oriented. The younger generations were exposed to Western popular cul-
ture, as well as its Western-inspired Russian counterpart. The Islamic 
world was also an influence, though quite a diverse one: Turkey had an 
impact both through its modern and secular culture, but also through its 
religious groups; so did theocratic Iran, and religiously conservative cen-
ters of influence in the Arab world. 

Azerbaijani society stood out among its counterparts in the former So-
viet republics, particularly neighboring Armenia and Georgia, in that it 
underwent a deeper identity crisis, complicated by the fundamental task of 
defining the national community. Moreover, its Muslim heritage added an 
important component to its development that was absent in Russia or its 
other two former Soviet neighbors. This Islamic element in Azerbaijani 
identity gradually gained influence in society. Yet simultaneously, Azer-
baijan was immensely more influenced by Western culture than most other 
Muslim countries, such as those of Central Asia. Its proximity to the West, 
the oil industry, the strong influence of the Westernizing elements of Tur-
kish popular culture, and its growing integration into Western institutions, 
not least through student exchanges, all contributed to this. As a result, 
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Azerbaijan is like a laboratory, in the process of developing a unique blend 
of its own traditions, with the Western and Islamic cultures mixed in. 

This process is clearly a painful and complex one. Western-inspired 
youth culture is, as elsewhere, perceived as a threat both to re-emergent 
Islamic values and to Azerbaijani society in general, which is conservative, 
with firmly enforced societal norms, yet—thanks in large part to its Soviet 
legacy—devoid of explicit religious content. The sheer speed with which 
the new youth culture has permeated Azerbaijan has had an important side 
effect, seen first in the cities but increasingly also in rural areas: a genera-
tion gap that widely exceeds that typically observed in most societies. In 
many cases, the young people of today have very little in common with 
their parents in the way they think, their norms, their values and ideas, and 
their way of life. In Azerbaijan, this gap has been pushed wider by the shift 
to the Roman alphabet, which has brought the young generation closer to 
Turkey, the Internet and the West, but places a high barrier between the 
Cyrillic-raised generation of their parents and many of the benefits and 
other allures of modernity. 

The resultant insecurities also help explain the very specific ways in 
which influences blend, and the cultural extremes that can result. On the 
one hand, as in every modernizing society, there is an urban youth culture 
that tries to be more Western than the West itself, its manifestations made 
even more outrageous by the nihilism and materialism that characterize 
Russia and other postcommunist societies. In turn, these excesses spark a 
backlash against Westernization that, at least among Azerbaijani youth, 
often takes the form of a gravitation toward Islamic culture, with its clearly 
defined, uncomplicated system of beliefs. But it is important to note that 
embracing Islamic values does not in itself constitute a return to tradition. 
Rather, it is in many cases a response to inducements from social and polit-
ical movements that are often foreign based and, while doctrinally conserv-
ative, are technologically sophisticated and otherwise conversant with the 
trappings of modernity.  

While the opening to the world in the first decade of independence 
enabled external influences to take a dominant role in Azerbaijani society, 
an exploration of Azerbaijan‘s own cultural and societal traditions may 

gradually emerge as an important countertrend. Indeed, with the progress 
in research and scholarship being made in an independent Azerbaijan, the 
nation is beginning to discover its history and interpret it in a new light. 
This is true not least for the study of Azerbaijan‘s pre-Soviet statehood, 
including the First Republic and the early communist era, as well as the 
purges conducted during the era of ―Azerbaijan‘s Stalin,‖ Mir Jafar Baghi-
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rov. This process of discovery started before independence. Later studies 
having followed this trend, including Nasib Nassibli‘s studies of the first 

republic, former foreign minister Hasan Hasanov‘s reinterpretation of Na-
riman Narimanov, the founder of Soviet Azerbaijan, and parliamentarian 
and historian Jamil Hasanli‘s study of the southern Azerbaijan crisis of 

1946, which has also been published in English.9 
As the fruits of this revival find their way into school curricula and as 

other projects to recover the national culture progress, it is likely that Azer-
baijan will cultivate a stronger sense of itself both socially and culturally. 
As it develops its unique blend of Caucasian, Azerbaijani, Western, and 
Islamic cultures, Azerbaijan is following a similar path to the one Turkey 
has been so painfully traveling for the past half-century. Turkey‘s expe-
riences will continue to be relevant, but Azerbaijan‘s specific secular tradi-
tions, its Caucasian culture, and the added ingredient—for better and for 
worse—of the Soviet experience will make Azerbaijani society and culture 
unique in their own right. 
 

Corruption 

 
Corruption is rife in Azerbaijan—politically, economically, and socially. If 
one accepts its most simple definition, the misuse of public office for per-
sonal gain, corruption includes not just high-level malfeasance but every-
day practices such as informal payments to schoolteachers, doctors, and 
low-level officials by individual citizens. Businesses, which are likewise 
bedeviled by these routine activities, must also contend with higher-level 
corruption, such as the peddling of influence to their competitors by all-
too-willing government regulatory institutions. Corruption also takes the 
form of ethically questionable practices between private actors in the busi-
ness sphere, as well as the widespread practices of nepotism and cronyism, 
endemic to both government and the private sector. But it also includes 
much darker affairs, including the criminalization of elements of the state, 
often involving bewildering and violent rivalries within and between state 
institutions. 
 

Measuring Corruption 

 
Most international indexes rank Azerbaijan fairly low in world raknings 
when it comes to corruption. In Transparency International‘s Corruption 

Perceptions Index, Azerbaijan has regularly placed in the bottom cluster, 
though a slight improvement has been visible in recent years. For instance, 
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in 2002, the country ranked 95th out of 102 countries. In 2008, however, 
Azerbaijan was ranked 143rd out of 180 countries, putting it marginally 
ahead of Russia, Ukraine, and all Central Asian states save Kazakhstan; but 
behind Moldova and Armenia, not to mention Georgia.10 A 2000 World 
Bank study on anticorruption in ―transition countries‖ disaggregated ad-
ministrative corruption and state capture, and sought to measure actual 
experience of corruption in countries making the transition out of commun-
ism, rather than mere perceptions. In this survey, Azerbaijan ranked at the 
bottom of both indexes.11 A much more detailed 2006 follow-up to this 
study showed that a turnaround had been experienced in many transition 
countries, with corruption receiving the attention it deserved and expe-
rienced corruption levels decreasing in many countries, notably including 
Azerbaijan‘s neighbor, Georgia. The report showed that corruption was 

now more problematic in seven countries, including Albania, the Czech 
Republic, and Kyrgyzstan, which all surpassed Azerbaijan‘s levels of cor-
ruption. Nevertheless, the report showed continuing growth of the magni-
tude of the problem in Azerbaijan. In other words, while a number of coun-
tries were beginning to effectively fight corruption, Azerbaijan had yet to 
reach that point.12 

A detailed survey of corruption in Azerbaijan conducted by Transparen-
cy International and BP in 2004 concluded that ―there exists conspicuous 

and systemic corruption in Azerbaijan. Only profound reform of the whole 
system of public administration as well as a mobilisation of public opinion, 
social institutions, and civil society can ensure the success of the fight 
against corruption in Azerbaijan.‖

13 The study, based on 1,000 interviews 
across the country, noted that almost 90 percent of respondents considered 
the level of corruption in the country to be rather high or very high, and 
that people had strong feelings against corruption. Interestingly, while half 
of respondents considered corruption to be direct extortion, more than a 
third regarded it as a voluntary form of reimbursement for ―solving‖ a 

problem, and one in nine considered it something ―prescribed by cus-
tom.‖

14 That said, only 11 percent of respondents considered corruption the 
country‘s main problem, a far smaller segment than those who assigned 

that status to unemployment or the Karabakh conflict. The study also pro-
vided some indication of the main sectors where corruption is rife. Health 
care and the highway police force topped the list, with more than 80 per-
cent reporting that they experienced problems occasionally or often with 
these two institutions. Police protection, conscription issues, and the educa-
tion and judicial sectors all followed, each cited by more than 70 percent of 
respondents. The figures were much lower for the executive authorities and 
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religious bodies. More than half of respondents declared themselves will-
ing to provide a bribe if necessary, with less than a third saying they would 
not—findings that led to the conclusion that ―the general attitude of [Azer-
baijani] society towards corruption is one of resignation rather than of ac-
tive resistance.‖

15 Another significant finding of the study was people‘s 

level of trust toward various government institutions. The presidency and 
the Ministry of National Security fared best, with about three-quarters of 
respondents expressing trust in these two institutions. Courts, tax bodies, 
the health and education ministries, and customs were among the least 
trusted institutions, at about 30 percent, but all were surpassed by the 
odious highway police, trusted by less than one in six respondents.16 The 
survey hence supports the view of a country where the president enjoys 
relatively strong support, but where the bulk of the state machinery, in 
particular the institutions that citizens most commonly encounter, does not. 
 

From Corruption to Organized Crime 

 
Corruption goes beyond paying officials taking bribes, however. While the 
typical form may be greasing a system through bribery, there are higher 
levels of sophistication—when corruption turns into collusion, meaning the 
systematic involvement of government officials in organized crime—i.e., 
not a passive taking of bribes to allow crime to occur, but the active facili-
tation of criminal enterprises by an institution or its leader. This problem 
has come to affect many developing and post-Communist states—

especially those that are producers or transit zones for illicit drugs.17 In-
deed, there is ample evidence that criminal organizations seek to assert 
influence, if not control, over crucial government institutions in weak 
states. The judicial system and security, police and border structures, as 
well as the financial sector, are especially targeted.  

Azerbaijan is not among the post-Soviet states most affected by this 
phenomenon, but it has not been spared either. The case of Haji Mamma-
dov is instructive in this regard. Mammadov had been the director of the 
Crime Investigation Department of the Ministry of Interior, until arrested 
by the Ministry of National Security in 2005, and subsequently convicted 
in 2007, for having run a murder and kidnapping ring. He had, among oth-
ers, abducted the wife of the director of the International Bank of Azerbai-
jan and the son of the State Insurance Company‘s director, as well as hav-
ing had the head of the country‘s counter-narcotics unit murdered. He con-
ducted at least some of these crimes on behalf of others, undoubtedly per-
sons more powerful than himself. 
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That, in turn, gives pause for thought, and is another testimony to the 
opaque and murky nature of the informal groupings that wield power in 
Azerbaijan, and to what lengths they are prepared to go in order to safe-
guard or advance their interests. While Haji Mammadov was arrested and 
convicted, many of the people that used his services were not; and it is 
anyone‘s guess how many Haji Mammadovs there are in the country.  
 

Understanding and Fighting Corruption 

 
Several factors have contributed to the systemic corruption that plagues the 
country. Some are shared with other post-Soviet states, such as the impact 
of the economic downturn of the early 1990s and the legacy of corruption 
from the communist period. Yet corruption has clearly continued to grow, 
an indication that other factors have been at work. A first is the weakness 
of state institutions and the unrest accompanying the war with Armenia. It 
is known from most surveys that countries that experience war generally 
score higher on corruption. Aside from this, it is also clear that the strength 
of informal networks and structures in the country‘s political and economic 

systems, discussed in chapter 8, feeds corruption and nepotism, and un-
dermines the building of state institutions and enforceable norms and laws. 
Finally, of course, corruption has been fed by the existence of a large oil 
and gas sector in the country and the lavish inflow of money that has ac-
companied the development of this area of the economy. However, it 
should be noted that corruption does not appear to have increased since the 
large inflow of money began in 2005. As illustrated in chapter 9, the State 
Oil Company is a particular locus of nontransparent and corrupt practices 
in the state apparatus.  

Cultural factors are often cited as important, yet international compari-
sons and the evolution of corruption in numerous countries indicate that 
while culture may contribute to the spread of corruption, low living stan-
dards and a weak regulatory environment are much stronger factors. Geor-
gia is a case in point. From having a worse corruption problem than Azer-
baijan in the early 2000s, the later years of the rule of Eduard Shevard-
nadze, the country has, since the Rose Revolution of 2003, experienced a 
dramatic improvement: Transparency International now ranks it in 66th 
place in the world, just behind Italy and ahead of Greece, Bulgaria and 
Romania. This has had implications for Azerbaijan: following the Georgian 
success in ending corruption in the highway police force, the Azerbaijani 
government—cognizant of the harmful effect of widespread police corrup-
tion on its own image, both internally and externally—cracked down on 
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this aspect of corruption, reducing but not eliminating the problem, and 
enacted an anticorruption law and other measures more expeditiously than 
had previously been the case.  

Particularly since Ilham Aliyev came to power in 2003, the government 
has appeared to take the corruption issue more seriously, at least in terms 
of setting up a regulatory structure. This has been in line with the govern-
ment‘s effort to attract foreign investment and counteract the country‘s 

corrupt reputation—hence the passage of the anticorruption law in early 
2004, something the Council of Europe had long demanded. The law de-
fined corruption, and instituted a department under the prosecutor general 
for combating it. Azerbaijan also joined numerous international conven-
tions relevant to the issue, including the Council of Europe‘s Group of 

States Against Corruption and the UN Convention Against Corruption.18 
Perhaps most significant, nevertheless, was the Azerbaijani government‘s 

decision to become a pilot participant in the implementation of the Extrac-
tive Industries Transparency Initiative (see chapter 9).  

If these steps indicate an interest on the part of the very top authorities of 
the country in improving the situation regarding transparency and anticor-
ruption, the realization of these intentions has failed to keep pace with the 
growth of corruption in the country—undoubtedly to a large extent because 
of the strong vested interests in the state bureaucracy and the cabinet itself 
that overtly or covertly oppose and undermine all steps toward eradication 
of corruption. Thus (and as the Georgian experience illustrates), it appears 
that the problem of corruption can only be dealt with at the political level—
at the risk of jeopardizing political stability. Yet the inescapable conclusion 
is that Azerbaijan‘s future development is contingent on the implementa-
tion of anticorruption measures.  

Islam in Azerbaijan 

The development of Azerbaijani society will depend to a great degree on 
the role Islam will play, both as a religion and as a social and political 
movement.19 Most visitors to Azerbaijan since independence have been 
struck by the remarkably secular tone of life in Baku, and come away with 
the impression that the social atmosphere in the rest of the country is simi-
lar. Indeed, Azerbaijan has generally been considered among the most 
progressive and secular-minded areas of the Muslim world. As noted in 
chapter 1, this reputation predates the Soviet era: Azerbaijan took the lead 
in spectacular advances such as the first school for girls, the first Western-
style theater plays, the first opera, and the first democratic, secular republic 
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in the Islamic world. Among the former Soviet republics, Azerbaijan has 
again been standing out, with the consensus on secularism that has reigned 
in the country‘s political life and the absence of strong political movements 

advocating a dominant role for religion.  
This has been the case in spite of social and economic conditions that are 

normally considered incubators of radicalism. Indeed, Azerbaijan has suf-
fered the travails of economic collapse and reconstruction, along with a 
debilitating war that caused thousands of its people to become internally 
displaced. Worse yet, Azerbaijan was slammed with U.S. sanctions and 
witnessed a generally lenient Western attitude toward Armenian occupa-
tion of its territories. With halfhearted international efforts to resolve the 
conflict repeatedly failing, Azerbaijan‘s predicament became remarkably 
similar to those of Palestine, Kashmir, Afghanistan, and Chechnya—lands 
whose Muslim populations were forced into refugee camps as a result of 
wars with non-Muslims. Although in all other cases this kind of situation 
served to spread Islamic radicalism in the refugee populations as well as 
among the wider Muslim public, to date nothing of the sort has happened 
in Azerbaijan, which has instead stood out as a country where both the elite 
and the general population have continued to lean strongly toward the 
West. It is a safe country for Westerners to travel in, it has a model rela-
tionship with its Jewish population and with Israel, and its government has 
been among the staunchest allies of the United States in the Muslim world. 
Aside from being among the first states to offer support for the United 
States after 9/11, Azerbaijan is one of only three Muslim-majority coun-
tries (the others being Albania and Kazakhstan) to have sent troops to Iraq. 
It has also sent military personnel to Afghanistan. 

Yet the situation in Azerbaijan is not as simple as it seems. The country 
is geographically surrounded by areas with strong Islamic movements, 
which have all sought an influence there. Of particular concern is Azerbai-
jan‘s powerful neighbor to the south, Iran, whose theocratic government 

has been eager to spread Shiite radicalism across its northern border. To the 
north, Dagestan and Chechnya, both centers of Sunni radicalism, have had 
growing influence. Turkish Islamic groups have also been active, increa-
singly unchecked by a Turkish state whose secular nature is changing un-
der an Islamic-leaning government. Foreign terrorist groups, including Al 
Qaeda, have found the Caucasus, including Azerbaijan, an important area 
of operations, realizing just like the U.S. government the strategic location 
of the region between Russia, Turkey, the Middle East, and Central Asia. 
Over the past decade, direct influence from the Arab world has also grown. 
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These multiple influences have not failed to affect Azerbaijani society. 
They are felt in a country where the social upheavals of the past two dec-
ades have left a deep mark, and the population‘s hopes for Western support 

have faded. Politically, Azerbaijan has felt the same anti-American currents 
that are affecting diverse areas of the world, including, to varying degrees, 
Western Europe, Latin America, and the Middle East. Social frustration is 
increasing, while a post-Soviet identity crisis is troubling the country‘s 

youth. Hence, it should come as no surprise that a religious revival has 
taken place in Azerbaijan, as has been the case in Georgia, Armenia, and 
Russia, as well as in Central Asia. Opinion polls show a growing minority 
supporting the application of Islamic law in the country‘s politics and gov-
ernment. Visual observation over time shows an unmistakable increase in 
the wearing of Islamic attire. And ominously, the presence of both home-
grown and foreign militant groups in the country has been recorded. The 
most dramatic example is the bombings of the U.S. embassies in East Afri-
ca in 1998: though these occurred far from Azerbaijan, it has been estab-
lished that a fax message from Al Qaeda taking responsibility for the at-
tacks was sent from Baku.20  
 

Islam Returns—or Arrives in New Shapes 

 
The issue of an Islamic upsurge was not taken seriously in the first decade 
of independence. Yet several years into the new millennium, a different 
picture emerged. Indeed, judging from a number of public opinion surveys, 
the observations of experts in the field, and visual and anecdotal evidence, 
a rise in Islamic values and sentiments was clearly evident in Azerbaijan. A 
2001 study led by Tair Faradov concluded that ―33.7 percent [of a repre-
sentative sample] have changed their views in the direction of increasing 
the extent of religiosity, whereas 8.7 percent have indicated that ‗they nev-
er believed before, but have become believers now.‘‖21 The same survey 
found that more than 60 percent of survey respondents reported that they 
did not abide by religious commandments. Sixteen percent of Azerbaijanis 
reported saying the Namaz (prayer), while 27 percent said they observed 
the fast during Ramadan. Perhaps most significant, almost two-thirds said 
that they considered society‘s knowledge of Islam unsatisfactory. These 

findings point to a religious revival in the context of a post-Soviet society 
recovering from state-imposed atheism.  

A comparative survey conducted by the local polling firm PULS-S from 
2003 to 2005 came to conclusion that the ―Islamic model of state-building 
and public life is drawing more interest, and the number of supporters of 
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Azerbaijan‘s strengthened relations with Islamic nations is also rising.‖
22 

Similarly, a survey conducted by the Baku-based independent research 
center FAR showed that almost a quarter of the randomly selected 1,200 
respondents favored Islamic governance in the form of Sharia. Another 29 
percent welcomed the application of Sharia norms in some aspects of their 
daily life, such as family life.23 Another Baku-based think tank, the Foun-
dation for Azerbaijani Studies, came to a similar conclusion after its own 
survey, though its result were limited to the more conservative southern 
parts of the country: ―Nearly 37 percent of the surveyed population in the 
south of Azerbaijan [near the Iranian border] favored Sharia governance.‖

24 
To what extent the survey respondents had any knowledge of what Sharia 
means in practice was not apparent from the surveys. As such, the relative-
ly high proportion of respondents favoring Sharia should not give undue 
cause for alarm—it should come as no surprise that many Muslims, when 
asked in general terms if they think religious edicts should be the basis for 
individual and societal life, answer in the affirmative. 

Other anecdotal evidence confirms the trend. The increased prevalence 
of Islamic dress for both men and women, though concentrated in Baku 
and in the southern and the northern border regions, is noticeable through-
out the country. A trained eye can observe the diverse influences displayed 
in this attire, with Turkish, Iranian, and Arab versions all present to varying 
degrees. A businessman who ran a large company in Azerbaijan in the 
1990s related to this author an incident in 2006 in which he was ap-
proached by his successor, who wondered how to handle his staff‘s de-
mands for a prayer room. Apparently, the number of people performing the 
Namaz during office hours had grown to such an extent that employees 
were insisting on an assigned space for the purpose—something no one in 
the 1990s could have dreamed would happen. Similar accounts, as well as 
anecdotes about secular families whose young members suddenly em-
braced religion, are abundant.  

While it is clear that an Islamic revival is sweeping across Azerbaijan, 
the nature of this revival is less clear. Is it an attempt to return to traditions, 
or a fundamentally modern phenomenon? Is it a social phenomenon or 
increasingly also a political one? There is much to suggest that the current 
developments are not simply a return to Azerbaijani traditions. A signifi-
cant element of the revival has distinct imprints of external influences, 
including contemporary social and political movements in Turkey, the 
Arab world, and the North Caucasus, as well as Iran. As such, the revival is 
a modern phenomenon in the globalized world of Islam.  



272     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

Islam in Azerbaijan has mainly been a social phenomenon, and has 
failed to invade the political realm with any vigor. Yet the Islamic move-
ment in the country being in its infancy, it is not unlikely that a political 
Islamic movement could gradually begin to make its voice heard. Attempts 
to this effect have occurred, though without success, in the two decades of 
the country‘s independence. 
 

Factors in the Rise of Islam 

 
With the collapse of communism, religious practice was no longer actively 
discouraged by the state. With its long history in Azerbaijan, Islam bene-
fited from the quest for identity that was inevitable in the vacuum created 
by the demise of the Soviet Union. Religious freedom has combined with a 
yearning to return to the country‘s traditional culture and values to make 

Islam more attractive to many Azerbaijanis. Increasing numbers of people 
have started praying, fasting, attending mosques, and even making the hajj 
(the pilgrimage to Mecca.) In other words, Azerbaijani society is returning 
to a normal level of religiosity after a long period of unnatural conditions 
during Soviet rule. It is developing into a secular country with a significant 
number of believers, like the United States or Turkey. A related factor, 
discussed earlier in the present chapter, is the change in social mores—and 
the attendant identity crisis—that has been affecting Azerbaijan. Specifical-
ly, there was no clear precedent for establishing the role religion would 
have in Azerbaijani identity, aside from its status as a cultural heritage. In 
this sense, Azerbaijan‘s close links to both Turkey and Iran were a compli-
cating factor: socially and linguistically, Azerbaijan resembled secular 
Turkey, and indeed emulated it. Yet historically and through bonds with 
the much larger ethnic Azeri population of Iran, Azerbaijan was also tied to 
its neighbor to the south, which had repudiated secularism and promoted a 
theocratic state. An overwhelming majority of Azerbaijanis continue to 
reject this form of statehood, but its existence was bound to affect the 
country. Since 2002, the rise of Islam in the society and politics of Turkey 
has also contributed to Islamicization in Azerbaijan. 

The arrival of Western culture has been another factor in the rise of Is-
lam. Western culture did not fill the identity vacuum following the Soviet 
collapse; indeed, as is the case with all rapid shifts in societal norms, it 
provoked a conservative backlash, which in the Azerbaijani context took 
on a religious character. Islamic values emerged partly as a reaction to the 
perceived excesses of the West, which large segments of society did not 
see as congruent with the Azerbaijani way of life. This is an important 
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issue, which the modern, secular surface of life in Baku often obscures 
from foreigners‘ cognizance. As Mark Elliot notes in his excellent guide-
book to Azerbaijan, visitors should not be fooled by the short skirts worn 
by local girls: most still have a nine o‘clock curfew to make, lest they upset 

traditional family structures.25 Traditional elements of Islamic belief, such 
as namus, a concept of honor that centers on female chastity, are still strong 
in Azerbaijani society, even in seemingly cosmopolitan Baku.26 

 Like almost all aspects of Azerbaijani life, the rise of Islam has been af-
fected by the conflict over Karabakh. This impact has taken many forms. 
To begin with, the nationalism sparked by the war has taken on religious 
elements, though these have remained minor. But on a deeper level, Azer-
baijani society has grown increasingly disillusioned with what it perceives 
as the double standards of the West. The lack of interest in the plight of 
Azerbaijani refugees shown by the West, its failure to uphold principles of 
international law, and not least the U.S. sanctions against Azerbaijan— 
which, though they had been waived annually since 2001, remained in U.S. 
law in 2010 even though Azerbaijan, not Armenia, was the country whose 
territory was occupied—contributed to this disillusionment with the idea of 
the West as an honest broker. The mainly Christian West was understood 
to be turning a blind eye to ethnic cleansing conducted by Christians 
against Muslims, and many Azerbaijanis asked the rhetorical question of 
whether the reaction would have been different had the tables been turned, 
that is, if Azerbaijan had occupied a fifth of Armenia‘s territory. These 

factors—compounded by American and to some degree European humani-
tarian assistance to Karabakh—conform well to the image of the United 
States and Europe that radical Islamic groups are seeking to emphasize. 
This is the West that favors Christian Armenia over Muslim Azerbaijan; 
that is only interested in Azerbaijan‘s oil but is not ready to provide support 

to Azerbaijan in return; that is not interested in solving the Karabakh con-
flict yet keeps sanctions on the books as a form of leverage to prevent 
Azerbaijan from straying too far from Western policies. Another, more 
recent factor has been a more general dissatisfaction with American and 
European policies toward the Muslim world, which have in turn actualized 
identity issues and cleavages as Azerbaijanis struggle to define an identity 
amalgamating elements of East and West. The U.S.-led war in Iraq was a 
most damaging factor in this regard. Azerbaijan contributed troops to the 
Iraq operation, yet, as in many other countries that did so, popular views of 
the war turned increasingly negative.  

What makes Azerbaijan different from European countries that contri-
buted troops is its Muslim heritage, specifically its Shiite majority. Media 
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depictions of events in Iraq have led many Azerbaijanis to believe that the 
United States fought a war in Iraq not so much to prevent terrorism but to 
punish Muslims and acquire Iraqi oil. Whereas the preceding invasion of 
Afghanistan was largely understood as justified, the daily sufferings of 
ordinary citizens in Iraq, particularly in holy Shiite sites that are important 
to many Azerbaijanis, damaged America‘s image in Azerbaijan and fueled 

religious sentiment. The ―cartoon scandal,‖ which grew out of the publica-
tion in Denmark of demeaning cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad that 
were subsequently published elsewhere in Europe, contributed to religious 
sentiment and frustration with the West among Azerbaijanis, leading to the 
first Islamist demonstration seen in Baku.27 This is not to say that anti-
Western and anti-American thought has become ascendant; indeed, these 
sentiments are mild in Azerbaijan compared to most Muslim countries, 
including Turkey. What it does mean is that Azerbaijan‘s once rosily posi-
tive view of the West is gradually changing hue, with a minority of the 
population espousing a non-Western, pan-Islamic worldview.  

As in other parts of the Muslim world, Islamist ideology is fundamental-
ly a left-wing phenomenon, using rhetoric referring to social justice and 
denouncing corruption, authoritarian practices, mismanagement, and in-
come disparities. Azerbaijan, meanwhile, suffers considerably from these 
ills. If living standards are improving, relative deprivation remains and 
income gaps are even growing. While most Azerbaijanis have recently 
been lifted out of poverty, the nouveaux riches of Baku display their wealth 
with impunity. The alienation generated by socioeconomic disparities is 
exacerbated by persistent problems with corruption and cronyism that the 
leadership is unable or unwilling to root out, especially as the inflow of 
petrodollars accelerates. This mix is exactly what may be fuelling Islamist 
sentiment. Much hinges on the government‘s ability to ensure that the 

windfall oil revenues are spread sufficiently across the general population 
so that at least some of the people‘s high expectations are met. Should this 

not happen, the political opposition will be energized, with the malaise of 
the secular opposition making it all the more likely that a rival ideology 
will emerge to fill the political void it has left. Islamist movements are 
likely to be among the primary contenders for this role. 
 

Islamic Groups and Forces 

 
A number of Islamic groups have emerged in Azerbaijan since indepen-
dence. First among these are the government-sponsored clergy, who have 
little credibility, given that many of them are associated with the Soviet 
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past. (The official clergy in Soviet times were widely known to cooperate 
with the KGB.) Alongside the official religious structures, unofficial 
movements have also emerged in society. But in contrast with the case in 
Central Asia, few of these appear overtly radical or extremist. Only the 
mysterious Jeyshaullah movement that emerged around 2000 could be 
taken as a homegrown militant organization ready to take up arms against 
the state; yet very little is known about the group and its origins. Azerbai-
jani officials have nevertheless foiled several plots by radical groups, 
though their level of organization or connections with external groups re-
mains were not disclosed. In 2007, for example, Azerbaijan‘s Ministry for 

National Security foiled a plot by radical Sunni Islamists to attack the U.S. 
embassy in Baku, but it was not announced what particular group they 
belonged to.28 In 2009, two Lebanese men were arrested along with four 
locals for plotting to bomb the Israeli embassy.29 In sum, while there do not 
seem to be large, violent organized Jihadi groups in Azerbaijan, such ele-
ments, though marginal, are nevertheless present in the country. 

The Islamic Party of Azerbaijan is the only organized political move-
ment with an Islamic platform, but its role is limited and its influence 
weak. Instead, Islamic groups in Azerbaijan have organized themselves 
primarily as communities centered on individual mosques and religious 
leaders. This is the case both nationally and locally. The two most promi-
nent examples of Baku-based religious communities are the Sunni Salafi 
Abu Bakr Mosque and the Shiite Juma Mosque community. Each is based 
on the charismatic leadership of an individual preacher.  

As a secular state, Azerbaijan has been careful to separate religion and 
politics. Since Soviet times, religious activities have been administered by 
the Spiritual Board of Muslims of the Caucasus, headed since the late 
1980s by Sheikh-ul-Islam Haji Allahshukur Pashazade. Officially known 
as the Spiritual Leader of Muslims of the South Caucasus, Pashazade con-
trols a network of Shiite mosques and shrines in Azerbaijan and oversees 
the activities of imams and akhunds (religious clergy) in these mosques. He 
sustains their loyalty through control over the unaccounted donations and 
gifts made by visitors to these mosques. Although Pashazade is mistrusted 
by many believers, his strong clergy network gives him leverage to play an 
important role in the religious life of the country. Pashazade, himself from 
the southern part of Azerbaijan, mainly staffs the Spiritual Board of Mus-
lims of the Caucasus with people from the Shiite and predominantly Talysh 
southern areas. He has been a ruling-regime loyalist since communist 
times, and has never threatened the secular government. While this is one 
of the main reasons he remains in his post, the other side of the coin is the 
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unpopularity of the institution. Pashazade is no exception to the common 
view that former Soviet clerics are government stooges without religious 
legitimacy. Corruption within the Spiritual Board makes it even less popu-
lar, as do consistent allegations of Pashazade‘s personal impiety.

30 Antipa-
thy is strongest among the segment of the population that understands Is-
lamic norms better than the mainstream and wants to study Islam at a dee-
per level—that is, mainly among religiously inclined young people. A 
survey showed that only 4 percent of respondents expressed trust in Pasha-
zade himself. On the other hand, almost two-thirds stated that they had no 
faith in any religious leader at all.31 This apparent vacuum has left the play-
ing field open for independent religious groups.  

The Islamic Party of Azerbaijan was the first among these forces. A 
small leftist party, it reached the peak of its activity in the mid-1990s, a 
period when it enjoyed Iranian financial support. The party experienced its 
first crackdown during 1995–96, when it sought to establish its political 
positions and acquire paramilitary forces.32 Following Islamist riots in the 
Baku suburb of Nardaran, the party‘s power base, party chairman Haci 

Alikram Aliyev was arrested and the party‘s registration was revoked. The 
party subsequently has not posed a serious threat to the system and is not 
the main driver of radical Islamist forces in the country. Until 2005 it was 
part of the left-wing ―Pro-Azerbaijani Forces‖ alliance with the Social 
Democratic Party, which supports the former pro-Moscow president Ayaz 
Mutalibov. The alliance split in 2005. The Islamic Party of Azerbaijan 
regularly participates in opposition activities in Baku, but it has a weak 
regional network outside the capital. The party sticks to a strongly anti-
Semitic ideology. The leader of the party in 2009, Hajiaga Nuriyev, has 
often made anti-Western speeches, and used the cartoon crisis to demand a 
boycott of Western goods. Indicative of the party‘s problems in the prov-
inces is the refusal of the heads of several regional branches to recognize 
the authority of the chairman; they have also blamed him for creating an 
environment in which the party finds itself isolated, without international 
links, and dedicated solely to his personal ambitions.33

  

The center of unofficial Shiite Islam in recent years has been the Juma 
Mosque, and its imam, Ilgar Ibrahimoglu. Called the ―Muqtada al-Sadr of 
Azerbaijan‖ because of his similarities to the radical young Iraqi Shiite 
cleric, he particularly resembles al-Sadr in his ability to capture the public 
mind. Ibrahimoglu became the imam of the Juma Mosque, located in Ba-
ku‘s old town district, after studying in Iran for several years. His passio-
nate speeches and antigovernment rhetoric attracted numerous followers in 
a short period. Notably, Ibrahimoglu also spent time in Poland studying 
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human rights and democracy. It is the combination of Islamic roots and 
modern democratic rhetoric that set him apart from other mullahs, and 
which allowed him to target young Azerbaijanis with secular minds. Ibra-
himoglu nevertheless refused to distinguish religion from politics, and 
almost immediately got involved in opposition political activity. He thus 
came to pose a specific threat to the state because his involvement in poli-
tics formed a test case of the politicization of religion in Azerbaijan, thus 
threatening the secular but vulnerable political system. This made the 
crackdown on Ibrahimoglu and his Juma community inevitable. Following 
the presidential election of October 2003, the mullah was arrested and 
charged with using religious means to cross the line into politics and with 
participating in postelection violence. He was sentenced to a five-year 
suspended prison term, and his followers were evicted from the Juma Mos-
que on the grounds that the community was not officially registered and, 
perhaps less credibly, that the actual mosque building was an ancient, arc-
hitecturally significant edifice in need of urgent repair work. Ibrahimoglu 
now calls himself a human rights activist, and leads an organization he has 
established, DEVAMM (Center for Protection of Religious Freedoms), in 
lobbying on Islamic issues such as overturning the ban on Azerbaijani 
women wearing Islamic head coverings when they have their passport 
photos taken. In spite of this focus on individual rights and freedoms, Ibra-
himoglu was also in the forefront of the protests related to the Prophet 
Muhammad cartoons, organizing public discussions of the crisis and con-
demning the Western world for interfaith hostility. He also capitalized on 
discontent with the war in Iraq, denouncing the West and castigating Azer-
baijani authorities for their silence on the matter, as well as demanding that 
Azerbaijani forces in Iraq be pulled out. 

A novel phenomenon in the context of the Islamic upsurge in Azerbaijan 
is the growth of Salafi Sunni Islam. Known in Saudi Arabia, its country of 
origin, and elsewhere as Wahhabi Islam, Salafi is characterized by strict 
interpretation of the Qur‘an and rigorous adherence to its tenets. Creation 

and expansion of Salafi communities has occurred both in Baku and in the 
country‘s traditionally Sunni north, close to the border with Dagestan, 
where Salafi Sunni Islam has a strong following. The Salafi phenomenon 
has no historical antecedents in Azerbaijan, having instead been imported 
by radical groups from the Arab Middle East and the North Caucasus. 
Azerbaijan‘s security services appear to have successfully infiltrated most 

of the foreign radical networks and closely monitor their activities, effec-
tively preventing them from becoming involved in politics or militancy. 
Salafi activists have therefore concentrated on religious propaganda at the 
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societal level, and not on politics. They have found an increasingly recep-
tive audience among young, poor, and uneducated Azerbaijanis: Salafi 
sermons are populist and deal mostly with social injustice and other in-
equalities. Even though the Salafi ideology was a doctrinal import, com-
munities of followers are almost uniformly Azerbaijani; few foreigners are 
involved. While the level of foreign funding for the Salafi groups and their 
proselytizing activities is unclear, such groups across Azerbaijan, as else-
where in the world, possess significant assets that are unlikely to have 
come from Azerbaijani sources. If the experience of other countries is any 
guide, a money trail to the Persian Gulf is likely to exist. 

The best-known Salafi group in Azerbaijan is based at the Abu Bakr 
Mosque, in Baku. The Abu Bakr Mosque was built in 1997 by the Azerbai-
jani branch of the Kuwait-based Society for the Revival of Islamic Herit-
age. The imam of the Abu Bakr mosque, Gamet Suleymanov, is a young, 
popular Saudi-educated preacher. He has a strong background in Islamic 
jurisprudence and is known for his rhetorical ability and his crowd-pleasing 
Friday sermons. Abu Bakr began to gather growing numbers of people 
around 2000. Visitors to the mosque, who number in the thousands on any 
Friday, can be roughly divided into two categories. The first consists of 
ordinary Azerbaijani youth, many of them educated and middle class. 
These young Muslims are less interested in the Salafi propaganda than in 
saying Friday prayers and listening to the imam‘s independent-minded 
sermons. The second category is made up of more dedicated members, who 
stand out by their long beards and Salafi dress, especially their shorter 
pants. They are also noted for displaying a strong sense of community. The 
government has apparently decided to let the Abu Bakr community exist, 
having permitted the mosque to reopen after briefly closing it. One likely 
reason is that Suleymanov refrains from involvement in political debate. 
He does not use antigovernment rhetoric in his speeches, although he con-
tinuously assails Western values. This lack of political content has appar-
ently disappointed some radical-minded members of the Abu Bakr com-
munity, who appear to have left it.  

Salafi Sunni Islam is also increasingly popular in northern regions of the 
country adjacent to Dagestan and Chechnya, particularly in towns such as 
Quba and Khachmaz. This is because for many years the more conserva-
tive families in northern Azerbaijani provinces such as Qusar sent their 
children for religious training to Salafi-operated madrassas in Dagestan. 
These students then return to promote their acquired values. Salafi adhe-
rence has also spread to other parts of the country. Deploring this trend, in 
2006 a Shiite preacher in Gandja noted that ―the number of Wahhabis is 
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rapidly increasing. Especially, they are attracting our youth. They have lots 
of money.‖

34  
State authorities are concerned about the increasing sway of the Salafis, 

with their activities in the northern, Sunni parts of Azerbaijan attracting the 
most attention. Salafi teaching is very intolerant of both Shiite Islam and 
folk Islam, including of traditional native practices such as visiting holy 
shrines, which the Salafis consider heretical. Tensions and clashes between 
Salafis and Shia or traditional Sunni believers have already begun to occur, 
as is the case in Dagestan, where clashes and disputes between traditional 
Sunnis and Salafis have been going on since the late 1990s.  
 

External Influences 

 
The growth and politicization of Islam in Azerbaijan is intimately related to 
factors external to Azerbaijani society, in particular the influence of reli-
gious movements from abroad—mainly Iran, the Arab world, and Turkey. 
This influence takes several shapes. At the most basic level, Islamic 
movements in Azerbaijan are influenced by world events and by the ideol-
ogy of foreign Islamic movements. Second, and more directly, an increas-
ing number of emerging Azerbaijani religious figures have received train-
ing in core parts of the Islamic world, such as Iran and Saudi Arabia. Third, 
foreign Islamic movements and states sponsor and actively proselytize on 
behalf of political Islam in Azerbaijan. Finally, some militant groups have 
based some of their activities inside Azerbaijan without necessarily taking 
root or acquiring a local following. Concern over the impact of foreign 
religious groups grew so strong that the Azerbaijani parliament decided in 
mid-2009 to promulgate a law on religious freedom that among other 
banned individuals having received their religious education abroad from 
leading religious worship. As a result, most non-conformist preachers in 
Azerbaijan were banned from their pulpits.  
 

Iran: Manageable, for Now 

 
Iran has been a leading external factor, with the Iranian government and 
groups sponsored by it providing support for Islamic forces in Azerbaijan. 
These religious activities were initially conducted openly, and concentrated 
on the more conservative southern regions bordering Iran, including the 
southeastern provinces and Nakhichevan, but also several villages on the 
Apsheron Peninsula where Shiite Islam is traditionally influential. Iran has 
also been active in proselytizing among the refugees and internally dis-
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placed persons in the scattered camps that formed as a result of the Kara-
bakh war. For religious propaganda, Tehran initially used Iranian mullahs 
and sponsored pro-Iranian mosques. Yet in the late 1990s, President Hey-
dar Aliyev banned and expelled the Iranian mullahs. This did not stop Ira-
nian religious activity, but resulted in a change of tactics. Tehran moved to 
using Azerbaijani mullahs sympathetic to the Iranian regime and often 
trained in Iran, as well as cultural and social organizations. Iran also bank-
rolled the Islamic Party of Azerbaijan and to a limited extent supported 
Iran-connected groups of a more militant character. One of the other tools 
Iran uses to expand its influence in Azerbaijan is madrassas for young 
children. These religious schools target children who want to learn to read 
the Qur‘an. But aside from teaching children how to read Arabic, the ma-
drassas disseminate literature that glorifies Iran and its regime. In 2002, the 
Azerbaijani government shut down twenty-two of the madrassas, which 
had been operating in the country without proper documentations for more 
than six years.35 

Tehran and pro-Iranian organizations in Azerbaijan also sponsor stu-
dents who want to study Shiite theology in Iran. Iran‘s religious and cultur-
al activities abroad are generally overseen by the Supreme Leader, Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, who uses so-called cultural bureaus to conduct his own 
foreign policy independent of official Iranian diplomatic institutions. The 
Islamic Propaganda Organization (sazeman-e tablighat-e eslam), the Hajj 
and Welfare Organization, and the Society for Reconciliation Among Is-
lamic Sects (majma‘-e jahani-ye baraye taqrib-e baine mazaheb-e eslami) 
are also a part of Khamenei‘s network.

36  
If left unaddressed, the Iranian influence in Azerbaijan‘s southern prov-

inces is likely to strengthen, and could provide Tehran with substantial 
political leverage over Baku. Iran is likely to continue its religious activi-
ties in Azerbaijan by sponsoring cultural and social events and supporting 
pro-Iranian Azerbaijani mullahs. As the economic welfare of Azerbaijanis 
improves and the last camps for internally displaced persons are disman-
tled, Iran‘s ability to attract poor and alienated Azerbaijani citizens could 
very well diminish. However, Tehran‘s efforts will continue to bear fruit in 

more conservative areas such as villages around Baku and the southern 
regions of Azerbaijan. Iran will also remain a leading destination for stu-
dents and scholars who want to pursue a religious education and, in par-
ticular, study Shiite theology.  

Political relations between Azerbaijan and Iran also affect Iranian reli-
gious activity. In 2003, when relations were bad, Iran‘s Sahar television 

network, whose programming can be received in southern Azerbaijan, 
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campaigned for opposition candidate Isa Gambar. But after President Ilham 
Aliyev sought a rapprochement with Tehran, proselytizing decreased, and 
in the 2005 parliamentary elections an Iranian diplomatic delegation went 
out of its way to support the ruling party. If Iran used to provide significant 
assistance to mosques across Azerbaijan, this seems to have decreased 
somewhat. As an official in a Gandja mosque put it in 2006, ―They gave us 
carpets, books, praying supplies. They used to visit us a lot, but not late-
ly.‖

37 Iranian officials have clearly made the point that refraining from 
proselytizing activity and support for subversive Islamic groups in Azerbai-
jan comes at a political price. Indeed, Iran seeks to use its restraint to pre-
vent Azerbaijan from developing worrisomely close relations with 
ington. Should American influence be increased, Tehran could easily reo-
pen the spigot of support for various political movements it has at its dis-
posal. 
 

Arab and Middle Eastern Actors: Potentially the Most Dangerous 

 
If Iranian-sponsored activity has been a factor, it has been relatively mana-
geable. On the other hand, Arab and Middle Eastern religious activities in 
Azerbaijan are considered potentially the most dangerous. Since 1991, 
wealthy Arab countries such Kuwait and Saudi Arabia have funded mostly 
Salafi religious groups and foundations in Azerbaijan. The ebb and flow of 
such religious activities over time has also been linked to the war in 
Chechnya. Most Arab and Middle Eastern fighters who made their way to 
Chechnya did so by using Azerbaijan as a transit country. Saudi Arabia, 
where Salafism is the official state religion, is the main source of this ide-
ology—whose export has been made possible since the 1970s primarily by 
the country‘s oil wealth. Many wealthy Saudis, Kuwaitis, and natives of 
other Persian Gulf states have been donating funds to promote the Salafi 
interpretation of Islam around the world. Salafi propaganda efforts in 
Azerbaijan are concentrated in the northern Sunni areas as well as the capi-
tal and its outskirts.  

Better-organized and more discernible Islamic groups with foreign ori-
gin or links are also active in Azerbaijan. The extent of activity of Al Qae-
da in the country was discovered in connection with the bombings of the 
U.S. embassies in Dar es Salaam and Nairobi in August 1998. An hour 
before the attacks, a fax from Al Qaeda claiming responsibility for the 
bombings was sent to a London address from a telephone connection in 
Baku.38 These attacks helped the government realize the threat posed by 
foreign radical Islamic movements. Several members of the Egyptian Ga-
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ma-al-Islami movement, closely connected with Al Qaeda and led by Ay-
man al-Zawahiri, were arrested in Azerbaijan and extradited to Egypt. 
Even before the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, the government had 
found it necessary to crack down on the radical Jeyshaullah movement, 
which had apparent support from Iran and connections with Hezbollah and 
plotted subversive actions in the country. The crackdown intensified in 
2002. Furthermore, Azerbaijan officially designated the nominally nonvio-
lent Hizb-ut-Tahrir grouping a terrorist organization because its activities 
had been deemed to be directed against the state system and the sovereign-
ty of Azerbaijan. Several young men believed to belong to this 
tion were arrested.39 After the capture in Pakistan of Al Qaeda logistics 
chief Abu Zubaydah six months after the attacks of September 11, details 
of a poison attack on European cities were uncovered, with links to the 
Caucasus. An Al Qaeda operative named Abu Atiya, who was thought to 
be a veteran of deceased terrorist leader Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi‘s training 

camp in Herat, Afghanistan, was apprehended in Baku and turned over to 
the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency.40 Azerbaijan‘s proximity to the 

North Caucasus, the Middle East, Afghanistan, and Europe appears to have 
contributed to the country‘s appeal to transnational terrorists. Being the 

only Muslim country in the South Caucasus and also having the region‘s 

largest metropolis, with wide-ranging air connections to both Europe and 
the Middle East, Azerbaijan is particularly vulnerable. 

 
Turkey: A Milder Influence 

 
Turkish Islamic activities in Azerbaijan are aimed at a more educated layer 
of society, and Turkish Islamic movements are based on a considerably 
more moderate interpretation of Sunni Islam. Unlike its Salafi counterpart, 
Turkish religious propaganda is neither assertive nor populist, and there-
fore has less appeal among dissatisfied groups seeking an outlet. Turkish 
religious activities in Azerbaijan are carried out through both governmental 
and nongovernmental channels. In both cases, these activities tend to be 
accommodating toward the state and to observe Azerbaijani laws and other 
requirements. Government-sponsored activities are conducted under the 
supervision of the Diyanet Isleri Baskanligi (Government Directorate of 
Religious Affairs). These activities involve building mosques, which the 
directorate coordinates with Azerbaijan‘s State Committee for Work with 
Religious Organizations, and operating a theology faculty at Baku State 
University. There are several Turkish mosques in Baku and other major 
cities.  
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Turkish Islam is based on the more moderate Hanafi school of Sunni Is-
lam, which has been further transformed under secular Turkish rule, with 
the emphasis in sermons put on moral, social, and economic issues. Hence, 
as in Turkey, Turkish imams in Azerbaijan tend to avoid discussions of 
politics and other controversial topics, focusing instead on general moral 
and ethical obligations of Muslims. They disapprove of any form of vi-
olence and call for order and moderation. There are also official scholar-
ships, provided by the Government Directorate of Religious Affairs, for 
Azerbaijani students to study theology in Turkey. The level of exchange 
nevertheless decreased in the early 2000s.  

Among Turkish NGOs, the Nurcu (Followers of Light) movement is 
prominent, also known as Nurcular or Fethullahçılar, after its leader, Fe-
thullah Gülen, a Turkish and theologian born in 1941. The movement was 
founded at the beginning of the twentieth century. A strong believer in 
science‘s role in modern life, Gülen has placed more emphasis on scientific 

education and has encouraged his followers to open modern Turkish 
schools around the world. The Nur movement seeks to achieve a balance 
between materialism and spiritualism, rationalism and mysticism, worldli-
ness and excessive asceticism,41 and advocates tolerance and interfaith 
dialogue among Christians, Jews, and Muslims. The philosophy of the Nur 
movement is rooted in Hanafi Sunni Islam, but incorporates Sufi ideas. The 
movement could be characterized as representing postmodern Sufism that 
focuses on improving an individual‘s moral and religious beliefs and 

avoids ―explicit Islamic propaganda.‖
42 Nevertheless, since the AKP‘s 

coming to power in Turkey, the movement has become increasingly politi-
cized in Turkey, leading to concerns also in Azerbaijan. 

The movement‘s educational activities in Azerbaijan include a network 

of 10 high schools, an elementary school, a gymnasium, 10 university 
preparation schools, and Qafqaz University.43 All of these schools follow 
the Turkish secular curriculum, approved by the Ministry of Education of 
Azerbaijan. The primary language of instruction is English; Azerbaijani 
and Turkish are also used. Established in 1993, Qafqaz University is one of 
the leading private institutions of higher education in Azerbaijan. In 2001, 
the university was granted ―experimental status‖ by the Ministry of Educa-
tion for its successful curriculum, which is based on a Turkish and Western 
program of studies. Similarly, Turkish high schools in Azerbaijan are 
known for their achievements in the field of science. Officially, no reli-
gious courses are taught at Turkish schools, as Azerbaijan‘s curriculum 

does not allow the teaching of religion in public and private schools. The 
only allowed course, ―Morality/Spirituality,‖ deals with moral and ethical 
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issues rather than religion. Although by the time of their graduation many 
students remain unobservant, the majority of them nonetheless become 
acquainted with basic information about Islam thanks to informal conversa-
tions and discussions with their teachers and peers.  

In general, Turkish religious activities in Azerbaijan are concentrated in 
major cities such as Baku, Gandja, and Sumgait, but also in northern and 
central provinces that are predominantly Sunni. Turkish Islam is not consi-
dered a security threat, being viewed instead as a counterbalance to Salafi 
Islam. Heydar Aliyev encouraged Turkish Islamic religious activity in the 
northern provinces, hoping that it would curb increasing Salafi influence 
imported from Dagestan. But because of the assertive nature of Salafi 
propaganda and strong links between residents of the northern provinces of 
Azerbaijan and Dagestan, Turkish Islam has so far failed to counter the 
more radical manifestations of the Muslim faith. 
 

The State’s Relationship to Religion 

 
Religious issues in general and political Islam in particular have not been 
issues dominating the Azerbaijani government‘s agenda. All major political 

forces are committed to secularism and are based, if anything, on a natio-
nalist agenda. That said, religious issues have in recent years acquired 
higher prominence. The government has created the State Committee for 
Work with Religious Organizations, and the Ministry of National Security 
has repeatedly stated that radical Islamic organizations have become its 
primary concern. Yet while the state has realized the importance of manag-
ing the issue of religious organizations, it has not succeeded in approaching 
it strategically. The most obvious example of this is the conflict that has 
emerged between two state institutions assigned to regulate religious af-
fairs—the State Committee for Work with Religious Organizations and the 
Spiritual Directorate of Muslims of the South Caucasus. Likewise, the 
question of religious education remains to be dealt with. 

Responding to the weakness and unpopularity of the Spiritual Directo-
rate, the government in 2001 established a secular institution, the State 
Committee for Work with Religious Organizations, in an attempt to more 
effectively monitor and regulate religious activity in the country. The 
committee, long chaired by well-known scholar Rafiq Aliyev and since 
2006 by long-time Aliyev advisor Hidayet Orucov, has been responsible 
for oversight and registration of religious structures (Islamic and non-
Islamic), religious groups, and nongovernmental religious organizations, 
and their activities in Azerbaijan. Once installed, the State Committee im-
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mediately started the process of re-registering nearly 2,000 mosques, 
churches, and other religious communities and organizations. As of 2006, a 
total of 341 religious organizations had been registered by the State Com-
mittee, 29 of them being groups with non-Islamic affiliations.44 The num-
ber of unregistered structures in service was estimated to be much larger.  

The State Committee for Work with Religious Organizations has broad 
powers to control the importation, publication, and distribution of religious 
literature, and has the authority to suspend the activities of religious groups 
violating the law. Relations between the State Committee and the Spiritual 
Directorate of Muslims of the South Caucasus were from the outset very 
hostile. This rivalry derived partly from competition for primacy in the 
decision-making process in the field of religion, but also partly from the 
personal rivalries between Rafiq Aliyev and Sheikh Pashazade, head of the 
Spiritual Directorate, as well as from Aliyev‘s attempts to impose new 
restrictions and rules on mullahs, especially regarding financial transparen-
cy in mosques. This led to public recriminations between the two figures as 
well as lawsuits and verbal attacks. Rafiq Aliyev, among others, accused 
the Spiritual Directorate of disseminating illegal and radical literature im-
ported from abroad. The Spiritual Directorate and the State Committee 
hence quarreled over the right of oversight and seemed to have little influ-
ence in stopping the spread of radicalism in some layers of Azerbaijani 
society. This was primarily due to the fact that neither organization was 
empowered to guide or direct preachers and the messages delivered by 
them, being, instead, responsible for overseeing and registering religious 
organizations, checking for their proper documentation, and appropriating 
donations whose source could not be accounted for. That limitation, in 
turn, has revealed a vacuum in Azerbaijan‘s governing structures that in 

large part has rendered religion a phenomenon outside the scope of the 
state. The state hence lacks the right mechanism to tackle issues associated 
with religion that regularly emerge and that require state guidance. State 
control over the most acute issues related to religious affairs therefore in 
practice has moved to a third body: the Ministry of National Security, 
which conducts surveillance of mosques and religious organizations and 
raids houses where radical and clandestine Islamic groups assemble for 
meetings (because state pressure forces some radical groups to meet secret-
ly in private homes). The Ministry of National Security regularly arrests 
militants from various radical groups, indicating an ability to infiltrate and 
control such groups, even as they proliferate nationally. According to gov-
ernment officials, the struggle against religious extremism has become an 
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increasing priority. In early 2006, Minister of National Security Eldar 
Mahmudov publicly stated,  

 
Religious extremist groups threaten the national security of Azerbaijan and 
the struggle against them is the priority of the special services. Today we 
are facing more and more cases of terrorist attempts by religious-extremist 
groups, with the aim of overthrowing the secular-democratic regime of 
Azerbaijan and withdraw the country‘s participation in [the] antiterrorist 

coalition. As a method for this, they often choose foreign banks, offices, 
embassies, and other strategic targets. Our experience shows that the basis 
for such extremist groups [is] young men, usually poorly educated from 
poor segments of the society or theology students aged 20–25. The most 
difficult task is to prevent the attraction of young people into such groups 
and networks. The worst news of the year for us was the information about 
Al Qaeda trying to recruit young Azerbaijani women into their network.45  

 
A major problem lies in the sphere of education. The Ministry of Education 
is one of the least reformed agencies in the government, and remains pla-
gued by significant corruption at all levels. This is a general problem, but 
the ministry‘s lack of efficiency is also visible in the field of religion. 

There is no religious education in Azerbaijani schools; nor is there a mod-
ern humanities curriculum. In other words, the education system lacks 
modern curricula in the humanities and social sciences, including the histo-
ry of various religions in Azerbaijan and the country‘s status as a secular 

state. Education in the humanities, including the understanding of religious 
history and the tenets of religion, is a crucial issue, particularly given the 
surge of spiritual interest in society and the conflict among state institutions 
regulating religious issues. The seventy years of atheism have left a void in 
the Azerbaijani population‘s relationship with religion. The fact that so 
many Azerbaijanis are unable to tell the difference between Shiite and 
Sunni Islam is alarming, and exacerbated by the incompetence of official 
religious structures, because it leaves the playing field open to foreign, 
radical Islamic groups that are often well versed in religious propaganda, 
possess substantial resources, and are motivated to conquer new souls. 
Hence, as the young generation is unable to receive proper and balanced 
information on what Islam stands for, its members are particularly vulnera-
ble to radical proselytizing.  
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Civil Society and Media in Azerbaijan 

 
The weakening and collapse of the Soviet Union allowed for the creation 
of voluntary organizations in Azerbaijan, and, more gradually, for the 
emergence of independent media outlets. Indeed, the period from 1989 to 
1993 was one of great civic activism, most notably in the formation of the 
various components that became the Azerbaijani Popular Front. The Popu-
lar Front‘s collapse in 1993, and the polarized political atmosphere in the 
country following Heydar Aliyev‘s return of to power, slowed the progress 
toward the development of civil society. Subsequently, civil society and the 
news media have been under great pressure to align themselves with either 
the government or the opposition. Adding to that, most issues have come to 
be considered political in Azerbaijan, in one way or another, and distrust 
among Soviet-era cadres toward any organizations not controlled by the 
state have worsened conditions for civil society groups. For all of this, 
however, Azerbaijan continues to be a country where independent and even 
oppositional activism is possible.  
 

Civil Society and Voluntary Associations 

 
Foreigners meeting with Azerbaijani civil society leaders are sometimes 
perplexed by the number of different business cards their interlocutors 
carry. It is not uncommon for an Azerbaijani intellectual to lead or other-
wise be associated with several different NGOs while also holding mem-
bership in a political party—most likely an opposition party. This is per-
haps a legacy of the political development of the early 1990s. Much of 
Baku‘s intelligentsia threw in its lot with the Popular Front, and upon the 

APF‘s loss of power, retained their links with the various opposition parties 
that were subsequently formed. But for most, politics was something that 
neither put food on the table nor occupied all of their time. As a result, 
many intellectuals founded organizations, be they research institutes, activ-
ist groups, or NGOs. As an elite out of power with superior and language 
skills and learning, they formed the natural vanguard of eligible grantees 
for the funds made available by international donors. 

 An appreciation of this development is fundamental to understanding 
the problems Azerbaijan‘s civil society has experienced. While Western 

donors often took these organizations at face value and funded them on the 
basis of the proposals they submitted, many government officials were 
unwilling or unable to differentiate between the political and professional 
activities of these NGO leaders. An NGO led by a person affiliated with 
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the opposition was seen as an oppositional NGO. As such, it was an enemy 
of the regime, and therefore an enemy of the state. This characterization is 
perhaps exaggerated: especially in recent years, many young and Western-
educated government officials can and do understand the importance of an 
independent civil society. Nevertheless, most officials who came of age 
during the Soviet era cannot shed their instinctive suspicion of such organi-
zations, especially as they have found many of them to be affiliated with 
the opposition, and thus have assigned guilt by association to those that are 
not. Yet it is not only the government that has found it difficult to differen-
tiate between politics and civil society. In many cases, the NGO activists 
themselves have been unable to walk the fine line among their different 
tasks and duties. Often, they have the same mentality as the government 
officials, only in mirror image—the leaders of many civil society groups 
indeed have used these organizations as vehicles for opposition politics. In 
many cases, this has left Western donors as the only actors taking these 
groups for what they claim to be—without understanding the deeply politi-
cal nature of the enterprises they are funding, or at least the widespread 
perception to that effect.  

As a result, little cooperation has developed between civil society and 
the government. Instead of a mutually fruitful relationship in which civil 
society groups seek to work with and strengthen government institutions, 
and government incorporates the views and experiences of NGOs, the rela-
tionship has generally been characterized by suspicion. In spite of a certain 
amount of justification on its part, the government does bear the greatest 
share of the blame for this mutual wariness, having failed to tap the poten-
tial of civil society groups to participate in policymaking and reform. The 
situation is made worse by the absence of political will to implement 
reform within many state institutions.  

Another element of concern is the question of whether NGOs reflect a 
Tocquevillean development of voluntary associations, which develop roots 
in society and build a culture of citizenship, in turn fostering social and 
political participation. For a number of reasons, it appears that such a 
process is generally lacking in Azerbaijan. First, seven decades of Soviet 
rule bequeathed a legacy of deep-seated apathy, which was further en-
trenched by the failure of the Popular Front. Many ordinary people came to 
equate democracy with chaos and recession, and, initially at least, em-
braced the order that followed with the return of authoritarian practices. 
For the most part, the population continues to remain passive and unaware 
of its rights. Azerbaijanis often appear to prefer to wait for the government 
to solve their problems rather than take the initiative themselves. Commu-
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nity mobilization at the local level remains weak, with little communication 
existing between local authorities and community groups. A second hin-
drance to the development of participatory politics in Azerbaijan is that, to 
a great extent, the nation remains plagued by narrow loyalties to kin, re-
gion, or group that impede the development of genuine citizenship. Third, 
the government‘s attitude toward NGOs and their funding has blocked the 

development of civil society and also severely curtailed philanthropy in 
general and the availability of domestic funding for NGOs in particular. 
Wealthy individuals are simply afraid to contribute to organizations that 
are perceived as oppositional or independent. Finally, much of the blame 
goes to the Western donors themselves, who have failed to develop funding 
policies to reduce the dependence of NGOs on Western funding. As a re-
sult, too many NGOs in Azerbaijan (as elsewhere) have turned into virtual 
businesses, in which entrepreneurs identify the priorities of Western donors 
and propose to conduct projects on that topic, altering their focus as donor 
practices change. Such organizations immediately disband once Western 
funding dries out, leaving little of lasting value to society. At best, they 
contribute to positive developments in an instrumental manner during their 
existence; at worst, they take on a role of professional opposition, and, 
perhaps worse yet, instill in their staff and clients an attitude of condescen-
sion toward government employees, who generally have lower salaries and 
less education than they do. Consequently, these NGOs make the emer-
gence and effective operation of true voluntary organizations all the more 
difficult. That said, the number of NGOs in Azerbaijan has continued to 
rise, although it is unclear how many of the registered organizations are 
actually viable. Most remain personality driven rather than issue driven. As 
such, many lack skills in internal fundraising, program development, and, 
not least, adequate reporting and the practices of transparency, being in-
stead fiefdoms controlled by their founders and run in a relatively authori-
tarian manner. 

This is not to say that the development of civil society in Azerbaijan has 
been of no positive value. To the contrary, many worthwhile movements 
have been able to establish themselves, with or without Western support. 
Particularly among women‘s organizations and environmental groups, 

development has been remarkable. Moreover, the proliferation of NGOs 
has provided employment opportunities for a great number of primarily 
young Azerbaijanis. These jobs have given hundreds, if not thousands, 
their introduction to modern professional life, and supplied other valuable 
experience. Especially in the social sector, these organizations undoubtedly 
have helped great numbers of people deal with the difficulties of transition. 
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In recent years, several important developments have affected NGOs. 
For instance, the registration process for NGOs has become much less 
cumbersome since the late 1990s. A less favorable development occurred 
in 2004, when the government decided to cancel NGOs‘ exemption from 

employment and social security taxes. Aside from this, the government 
does not interfere in the day-to-day activities of NGOs that do not explicit-
ly articulate an antigovernment agenda. Parts of the state bureaucracy, 
including the Ministry of Youth and the Ministry of the Environment, ac-
tively cooperate with NGOs on joint projects. Also, the Ministry of Justice 
has created a joint commission with prominent human rights organizations 
to discuss the issue of political prisoners and the situation in prisons. While 
government officials‘ increased willingness to acknowledge the importance 

of NGOs and engage in dialogue with them may be driven by a desire to 
gain international legitimacy, there also seems to be interest in accepting 
the NGOs‘ involvement in making and implementing public policy, and in 

influencing the NGO community in general. For the latter purpose, creating 
pro-governmental NGOs has been an increasingly popular tactic. 

A number of opposition youth organizations emerged in Azerbaijan fol-
lowing the participation of large numbers of young people in the opposition 
group Kmara! during Georgia‘s Rose Revolution and in a similar group, 

Pora!, during Ukraine‘s Orange Revolution. The Azerbaijani groups, most 
of which were formed in 2005, carried names such as Magam (―It‘s time‖), 

Dalga (―Wave‖), Yox (―No‖), and Yeni Fikir (―New thought‖). These 

youth organizations aspired to actively influence the political process, es-
pecially concerning elections. The government responded to them warily, 
however, understanding their potential to destabilize the government. Al-
though President Ilham Aliyev changed the electoral law to allow NGOs to 
observe elections in late 2005, the youth organizations were subjected to 
heavy pressure. The leaders of Yeni Fikir were arrested prior to the 2005 
elections, some in connection with an incident in which a number of them, 
in an apparent set-up, were caught accepting money from foreign sources 
and heard on tape claiming to be preparing for a revolution. Generally, the 
Azerbaijani youth groups showed less organization, determination, and 
discipline than their counterparts in Georgia or Ukraine had. The govern-
ment could thus counter the actions of the youth organizations more swiftly 
because the weakness of the groups could readily be exploited, which was 
not the case in Georgia. Youth activists were detained or expelled, or ha-
rassed in other ways. Subsequent to the 2005 elections, only Dalga contin-
ued to be active at the student level, conducting awareness and education 
projects.  
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If the regime sought to neutralize the youth groups, it also countered 
them by setting up its own such groups. In 2005, the government created 
Ireli (―Forward‖), which grew rapidly to become the largest youth move-
ment in the country, before it was unexpectedly dissolved in late 2008. 
Beyond youth movements, the emergence of so-called government-
oriented NGOs—a phenomenon known as GONGOs in the international 
NGO community, and which is particularly strong in Russia—can also be 
observed in Azerbaijan.46 

In sum, Azerbaijani civil society has a long way to go before it can play 
a constructive and responsible role, and before it will be able to stand on its 
own two feet. Government attitudes are changing, though slowly; the gov-
ernment‘s actions—and, equally, its inaction—remain the most important 
impediment to the strengthening of civil society. But for the situation to 
change, revisions in the thinking of the NGOs themselves and of Western 
donors are necessary. 
 

The Media 

 
A great variety of information is available to Azerbaijan‘s citizens. How-
ever, the freedom and quality of information varies greatly, depending on 
the form of media that is accessed. Newspapers and the Internet are the 
least available information sources—newspapers rarely have a print run 
exceeding a dozen thousand, while the Internet is available mainly to the 
urban youth and professional communities. It is television that is the major 
source of information for most of Azerbaijan‘s population, a whopping 88 

percent of Baku residents and 93 percent of those outside the capital in 
2005.47 A poll by the internet publication Baku Today found that less than 
3 percent of respondents read newspapers regularly, while 70 percent did 
so seldom or never.48 And as is the case in most states in the South Cauca-
sus, it is in television that government influence over the media is the most 
obvious.  

Azerbaijan has half a dozen national TV channels, as well as a number 
of regional ones. Azerbaijan State Television (AZTV) still follows the 
hoary practice of reporting mainly on the deeds and statements of the pres-
ident and other high officials—although opposition candidates were 
granted time on state TV for the first time ahead of the 2005 elections. 
Several other TV channels are privately owned, such as Lider, ANS, ATV, 
and Space. While private, most of these are known to be close to or con-
trolled by specific officials within the government. Lider has acquired the 
doubtful honor of being characterized as the most pro-government of the 
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private channels, both by the Council of Europe and by the nongovernmen-
tal Najaf Najafov Fund, which conducts monitoring on the neutrality and 
bias of Azerbaijani media outlets on contracts from the U.S. Agency for 
International Development and the Eurasia Foundation.49 Its survey during 
and after the 2005 parliamentary elections found a full half of Lider‘s 

broadcasts to be biased, putting the channel only ten percentage points 
behind state mouthpiece AZTV. By contrast, ANS was considered the most 
objective, with less than 15 percent of its broadcasts being biased. The 
relatively new public television channel was also found to be less biased. 

The experience of ANS illustrates the pressures faced by TV outlets that 
endeavor to present objective news broadcasting. Following several warn-
ings and a refusal by the controlling authorities to renew the channel‘s 

license, it was taken off the air on November 24, 2006, and not allowed to 
resume broadcast operations until December 12 that year. An additional 
blow was the prohibition of the broadcasting of the BBC, Voice of Ameri-
ca, and Radio Free Europe that entered into force in spite of international 
protests in January 2009.  

The print media in Azerbaijan exhibit much more variation than broad-
cast outlets, though not necessarily higher quality. Two newspapers pub-
lished in Russian, Ekho and Zerkalo. are well esteemed and are considered 
serious and independent. By contrast, most of the Azerbaijani-language 
press tends to the tendentious in its reporting, and its newspapers tend to 
serve either opposition or pro-government factions. The opposition news-
papers are able to use harsh antigovernment rhetoric, sometimes crossing 
the line into vociferous, even slanderous criticism. Yet the opposition me-
dia, much like some pro-government outlets, base their reporting on rumors 
and allegations rather than on fact and serious reporting. The quality of the 
print media began to deteriorate in 2000, with serious journalism giving 
way to tabloid-style stories and reporting marred by ad hominem attacks. 
Indeed, the surveys conducted by the Najaf Najafov Fund found that the 
opposition newspapers—such as Yeni Müsavat, Azadliq, and Hurriyet— 
engaged in strongly biased reporting, surpassing even the bias of the gov-
ernment‘s print outlets. The raucous nature of the print media has its cost. 

Libel suits are a frequent tool used by the government against editors and 
journalists, and opposition journalists have also at times been subjected to 
beatings and other harassment.  

The provision of Internet access has proceeded more slowly in Azerbai-
jan than in its Caucasian neighbors. This is due in great part to the domi-
nant role of the government, and the complications that ensue from its dual 
roles as regulator and provider of Internet service. Nonetheless, access is 
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available at very low cost in Azerbaijan‘s urban areas, mainly through 

Internet cafés where young people seem to spend most of their time. The 
price for residential Internet access is much higher, however. In contrast to 
states with harsher political climates, such as Iran and China, Azerbaijan 
does not as a matter of general practice restrict access to websites. Indeed, 
a number of opposition and satirical Internet forums have developed that 
have significant readership. Yet at times—and in all likelihood more often 
because of the actions of overzealous lower-level officials than as a matter 
of state policy—access to specific websites has been curtailed. This be-
came the fate of a Chechen pro-independence website in March 2003, fol-
lowing Russian pressure on the Azerbaijani government. Likewise, the 
satirical antigovernment website tinsohbeti.com and other sites have occa-
sionally been put off limits to Azerbaijani websurfers. All in all, however, 
Reporters Without Borders in 2009 considered Azerbaijan‘s Internet situa-
tion to be ―middling,‖ the second-best grade on a four-grade scale ranging 
from good to middling, difficult, and grave.50 
 

Downturn in Media Freedom  

 
The murder of opposition journalist Elmar Huseynov in 2005 had a trau-
matic effect on Azerbaijan‘s media outlets. The murder case has not been 

credibly resolved, though most suspicions pointed in the direction of an 
individual government-associated oligarchs Huseynov was investigating. 
Authorities at first claimed they sought two Georgian nationals for the 
crime; in 2006, however, the above-mentioned Haji Mammadov (the for-
mer police chief convicted of running a kidnapping and murder gang) took 
the blame for the crime, which he claimed to have been ordered by deposed 
former economy minister Farhad Aliyev. Coming from a person already 
about to be sentenced to life in prison and putting the blame on a person 
already in jail, it seemed too convenient a confession for many observers, 
especially as there seemed to be no clear motive for the murder.51 

From 2006 to 2009, the media situation in the country gradually wor-
sened, as pressure on independent journalists intensified. It did so in two 
ways: first, the widespread prosecution on journalists on charges that inter-
national observers considered to be fabricated; and second, increasing inci-
dents of violence against journalists, which authorities failed to properly 
investigate. 

Following the Huseynov murder, several oppositional journalists have 
been attacked by apparently random assailants or subjected to violence by 
law enforcement officers. From 2005 to 2008, eight serious attacks on 
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journalists took place, which remained unresolved, implying that a culture 
of impunity persisted for violence against journalists.52  

In the legal domain, defamation charges have been one chief legal in-
strument used against journalists. That has been the case in spite of Presi-
dent Aliyev instituting a moratorium on defamation lawsuits in 2005—a 
moratorium that other high officials did not respect.53 Interior minister 
Ramil Usubov in particular made frequent use of defamation lawsuits fol-
lowing the Mammadov affair, in response to growing allegations that he 
had been aware of the kidnapping gang‘s activities but not intervened.  

One major target of legal action was Eynulla Fatullayev, editor of the 
popular oppositional Gündelik Azerbaycan magazine, who had dedicated 
himself to investigating the murder of Elmar Huseynov. Fatullayev was 
sentenced to over eight years in prison in 2007, on a variety of charges 
ranging from tax evasion to defamation, charges that the investigators from 
the Committee to Protect Journalists found ―either unsupported or fabri-
cated.‖

54 Defamation lawsuits do not only affect oppositional journalists: 
even normally pro-government journalists seem to draw the ire of individ-
ual officials, as two editors of the pro-government daily Ideal were sen-
tenced to jail terms in 2008.55 Such events are normally the result of gov-
ernment-connected oligarchs seeking to use media outlets to undermine 
each other. 

Given the president‘s expressed opposition to defamation lawsuits and 

some movement (though excruciatingly slow) on reforming the defamation 
law,56 charges of hooliganism have been employed instead with increasing 
frequency. In 2007, the editor of the oppositional weekly Azadlyg was 
convicted to four years in prison on charges of hooliganism, after having 
been attacked on the street by two individuals.57 The ―hooliganism‖ tactic 

appears was used in 2009, in a case that was widely covered in the West. 
After claiming to have been accosted in a café by unknown men and re-
ported the incident to the police, bloggers Adnan Hajizade and Emin Milli 
were sentenced to over two years each in 2009 for hooliganism. The two 
bloggers, who had earlier been relatively close to the government but fallen 
out with it, had been the authors of satirical anti-government videos. The 
international outcry that resulted, partly because the bloggers were well-
connected in international circles, nevertheless seemed to further 
cate their prospects, occurring at a time when the Azerbaijani authorities 
felt particular frustration with the West.  

In sum, the evolution of the media situation is the perhaps most depress-
ing development in Azerbaijan the past decade. As the Committee to Pro-
tect Journalists noted, Azerbaijan was the ―second-leading jailer of journal-
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ists in Europe and Central Asia. Only Uzbekistan jailed more.‖
58 The ques-

tion is why this was the case, since the media situation appeared to be an 
outlier in the country‘s general development. While the political situation 

had not improved in 2005–10, neither had it regressed to that degree in 
other areas as it did in the realm of the media. Even in the media, Azerbai-
jan‘s internet was comparably free, whereas the instances of persecution of 

journalists made the country stand out. Moreover, even from a government 
point of view, the type of blatant persecution of journalists that was taking 
place in the country seemed to make little sense, bringing it more costs 
than benefits, certainly in the international arena. Indeed, while opposition-
al journalists were unquestionably the hardest hit, pro-government ones 
were not exempt from persecution. Indeed, there were a number of events 
involving government ministers and oligarchs squaring off in proxy strug-
gles in the media. This type of combat between high officials became the 
most overt illustration of the serious disagreements and conflicts of interest 
that exist within the government camp. 

This begs the question whether the persecution of journalists is a result 
of a political strategy, or of the lack thereof. Indeed, President Aliyev has 
at least in his rhetoric claimed an intent to give priority to the freedom of 
the media, and agreed that the defamation laws do not comply with Azer-
baijan‘s international commitments. Since the situation did not appear to 

improve, was Aliyev either unwilling or unable to improve the situation? 
Oppositional forces in Azerbaijan would argue that the President simply 
does not care about these issues, or that he is purposefully allowing it to 
happen. Pro-Western forces in the Azerbaijani government, on the other 
hand, would suggest that the situation is the result of the internal rivalries 
within the government camp—a direct result of the attempts by the authori-
tarian-minded old guard‘s attempts to undermine President Aliyev‘s posi-
tion, and his relationship to the West. While this argument could be termed 
self-serving, conjuring up images of a ―good king‖ and ―evil barons,‖ it 
should not be dismissed out of hand. The fact is that the oppositional Azad-

lyq newspaper and Turan news agency were evicted from their premises 
just days before Azerbaijani First Lady Mehriban Aliyeva was to visit 
Washington DC, in what was clearly an important visit designed to build 
relations with the United States following onto Ilham Aliyev‘s own visit 

earlier that year. Since the timing was clearly badly chosen, it is a distinct 
possibility that the occasion was chosen on purpose by forces high up in 
the state bureaucracy that had little interest in a warming to the West. 

A closer look at the cases involved suggests that the truth lies some-
where in between these two scenarios. It is clear that the Azerbaijani go-
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verning elite is amorphous and divided, while predatory and corrupt forces 
have amassed immense wealth and influence. The journalists that were 
targeted—with some exceptions—could very well have been targeted for 
their imagined transgressions against individual oligarchs rather than the 
government as a whole. Minister of Interior Usubov, in particular, sued 
journalists even after the president had explicitly called for a moratorium 
on defamation cases. It is therefore logical to assume that the bulk of the 
persecution of the media is a result of the initiative of high-level officials 
acting in their personal interest. 

In the final analysis, the president would be likely able to prevent the 
further persecution of journalists, if he made that a priority at the cost of 
confronting some of the most powerful ―barons‖ in the country. How large 
that cost would be, and what interest the president would have in actually 
doing so, remain unanswered questions. 
 

Conclusions 

 
A multitude of influences are driving and shaping Azerbaijan‘s rapidly 

developing society as it emerges from the traumatic transition from Soviet 
rule. But in a regional context, and in spite of the catalog of problems dis-
cussed in the present chapter, Azerbaijani society displays elements of an 
incipient liberal society with great potential for consolidating the democrat-
ic values that nearly all the country‘s political forces espouse, even though 
they often fail to live up to them. Change will continue, if not at the debili-
tating pace that characterized the first two decades of independence. Azer-
baijan is rapidly becoming integrated into the global economy, sharing the 
consequences of globalization, both good and bad, with the rest of the 
world. Located at a civilizational as well as a political crossroads, Azerbai-
jan is subject to a greater variety of contradictory impulses and influences 
than most countries. In the social laboratory that is modern Azerbaijan, the 
most salient questions are how the nation will deal with the role of religion 
in society, and how it will process its relationship with Western values and 
norms. This struggle growing out of these two questions, which at its basis 
concerns the very identity of Azerbaijan, will likely go on for years. 
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11 
Caucasus Context:  

Formulating Foreign Policy 
 
 
 
 

As a small state, located in a strategic position among great powers and 
with complicated relations to its neighbors, Azerbaijan‘s foreign relations 
have become crucial not only to the country‘s security but indeed to its 

survival. In fact, Azerbaijan is located in a central position along what has 
been called the ―arc of instability,‖ borrowing a cold war-era concept once 
coined by Zbigniew Brzezinski. It is the only country to border both Russia 
and Iran, forming a crucial gateway connecting Europe to Central Asia and 
beyond. This location, and the country‘s significant energy resources, have 
made Azerbaijan a geopolitically key country in the intersection of Europe 
and Asia. That, in turn, has generated much attention from outside powers, 
to the country‘s advantage as well as detriment. The most obvious forces 

are the three traditional power-brokers of the region—Russia, Iran and 
Turkey—as well as the sole superpower, the United States. But aside from 
these four and more cautiously the expanding European Union, countries as 
varied as Israel, Pakistan, Japan and China have shown a keen interest in 
developing relations with, and having a presence in, Azerbaijan. 

More than being in a strategic location, Azerbaijan faces the unpleasant 
reality of being located in a turbulent part of the world. Its own achieve-
ment of independence took place through one of the most dramatic 
upheavals of the twentieth century, the breakup of the Soviet Union. Whe-
reas this process was peaceful on the whole, it was not in the Caucasus, 
where it was associated with wars that tore across the region. Even seven-
teen years into independence, the Russian invasion of Georgia showed that 
war was very much a factor to be reckoned with in this neighborhood. 
Aside from its own conflict with Armenia, Azerbaijan from the outset 
faced suspicious or directly hostile attitudes from its closest neighbors and 
historical overlords, Russia and Iran. 

Far from receding, Azerbaijan‘s geopolitical importance has increased 

significantly in the time since its independence. The exploration of Caspian 
oil resources was a major element in this, and has formed a cornerstone of 
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Azerbaijani diplomacy. But to the West, the distant events of September 
11, 2001, made the importance of Azerbaijan more apparent, including to 
those that had little interest in the country itself. American strategic plan-
ners, unable to rely on either Russia or Iran for planning and prosecuting a 
war in Afghanistan, were suddenly forced to rely on bases in Central Asia. 
For access to these bases the relied on a sole secure air corridor that 
crossed the South Caucasus. Of the countries in the region, Azerbaijan was 
the only one that could not be avoided; fortunately for the United States 
and its coalition partners, it was also eager to support the coalition in the 
war effort. 

Events in global politics since have underlined Azerbaijan‘s enduring 

importance in regional and world politics. The hype in energy prices in 
2006–2008, unlikely to be the last, added importance to Azerbaijan‘s role 

in oil markets as a supplier of its own as well as Central Asian oil and natu-
ral gas to the West. Moreover, the 2003 war in Iraq and the ensuing con-
troversy over Iran highlighted Azerbaijan both due to its location near 
those hotspots—in fact just on Iran‘s border—but also because of its singu-
lar symbolic value as a secular, western-oriented and pluralistic Shi‘a Mus-
lim society.1  

This and the four following chapters will discuss Azerbaijan‘s foreign 

policy and its main vectors. While this chapter focuses on the context of 
the formulation of Azerbaijani foreign policy, subsequent ones study the 
main vectors of its foreign policy in greater detail. 
 

The Domestic and Regional Context of Azerbaijan’s Foreign Policy  

 
As Tadeusz Swietochowski aptly notes, Azerbaijan is ―quintessentially a 

borderland many times over—between Europe and Asia, Islam and Chris-
tianity, Sunni and Shi‘a Islam, Russia and the Middle East, Turkey and 

Iran.‖
2 This borderland status is the major determinant of its foreign rela-

tions and affects both the external and domestic determinants of Azerbai-
jan‘s foreign policy; this geography is together with energy wealth and a 
neighborhood with contested borders what Brenda Shaffer has termed 
―permanent factors‖ in Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy.3  

In present-day international politics, the interplay between the domestic 
and international realms is increasingly blurred by the ever stronger politi-
cal and economic interdependence between nations. This is especially true 
for small countries like Azerbaijan, surrounded by great powers that have 
little qualms interfering in its politics—whether seeking unashamedly to 
influence its policymaking as in the case of Russia, or having strong opi-
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nions about its governance and political system, as in the case of the United 
States. While many elements of Azerbaijani foreign policymaking are dic-
tated by this external reality, a number of domestic determinants also have 
great significance, explaining to a considerable extent the stability of Azer-
baijani foreign policy since the coming to power of non-communist forces 
in mid-1992. These link both to Azerbaijan‘s cultural and national identity, 

its past, as well as the structure of its state. 
 

Domestic Determinants 

 
Azerbaijani society has multiple cultural and historical elements that link it 
both to the Muslim world and to Europe. In turn, the countries of the Islam-
ic world to which Azerbaijan is most closely tied have been undergoing 
deep identity crises. For most of the twentieth century, Turkey and Iran 
were on parallel processes of modernization and secularization, under the 
committed secularist leadership of Kemal Atatürk and his legacy, and the 
Pahlavi dynasty, respectively. Before the rather recent resurgence of politi-
cal Islam, this was in fact a broader trend in the Islamic world, going as far 
as Afghanistan, where King Amanullah had a short-lived attempt at mod-
ernization and Westernization in the 1920s.  

But in both the Turkish and Iranian cases, the process was strongly chal-
lenged. In Iran, it was violently reversed with the 1979 Islamic revolution, 
making Iran very much an antithesis to Turkey, indeed epitomizing a rejec-
tion of its secularism and European vocation. In the Turkish case, the 
process nevertheless continued to develop as the Cold War—and geograph-
ic proximity—made the country an increasingly stable part of Europe. But 
under the surface, Turkish society itself underwent a complicated process 
that failed to overcome the deep cleavages between Western and traditional 
religious lifestyles, and whose internal divisions were affected by the glob-
al Islamic movement. This process gathered speed particularly since that 
movement benefited from the huge transfer of wealth from the developed 
world to the Middle East in the 1970s, wealth that was channeled to Islam-
ic movements around the world, including Turkey. By the late nineties, a 
gradually moderating form of political Islam grew to become the dominant 
force in Turkish politics. Under the government of the Islamic conservative 
Justice and Development Party since 2002, Turkish society and politics 
have been affected by a gradual but powerful Islamization. 

Developments in Turkey and Iran have always had an outsize impact on 
Azerbaijan. These influences were especially important in the formative 
periods of Azerbaijani nationalism, in the late nineteenth and early twen-
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tieth, as well as in the late twentieth century. However, to this should be 
added the European influences that Azerbaijan has been exposed to for 
centuries, mainly through its interaction with Russia. These were at their 
deepest during the Soviet era, when they permeated society to an unprece-
dented extent. These forces have combined to shape Azerbaijan‘s society 

and political identity in a secular manner, making it more similar in many 
ways to a European than to an Islamic society. Indeed, Islamic clerics have 
played only a very limited role in the formation of present-day Azerbaijan. 
Azerbaijan‘s own intelligentsia has since the late nineteenth century devel-
oped a decidedly secular and liberal orientation; aside from the Elçibey 
period, Azerbaijani foreign policy has never aligned on the basis of ethnici-
ty or religion, instead following a pragmatic course focused on defending 
the country‘s national interests.

4 
All these forces put together make Azerbaijan‘s society as European as it 

is Middle Eastern. This is the case despite its Islamic and conservative 
traditions, as well as pockets within society that, much as in both Turkey 
and Russia, remain opposed to the Western orientation of society. Interes-
tingly, these include both Soviet-derived communist and Islamist currents, 
which moreover occasionally interact. These forces nevertheless remain 
marginal. Thus opinion surveys and sociological studies have repeatedly 
shown that between two thirds and three quarters of Azerbaijan‘s popula-
tion support a Western foreign policy orientation, while minorities support 
either a Russia-centric or an Iranian, Islamic orientation.5 

Developments since the first years of independence have not changed 
the basic orientations of either Azerbaijan‘s elite or population, although 

the Karabakh conflict and related developments have prompted an increase 
in nationalist and religious feelings as well as growing frustration and a 
sense of betrayal by the Western world.  

As viewed in chapter 10, Azerbaijan has been experiencing unprece-
dented external influences on its society in the post-Soviet period. Western, 
Russian and Islamic currents of various types and shapes have affected the 
country, mixing uneasily in the fertile ground of post-Soviet identity for-
mation. The resurgence of Islamic sentiment and growing feeling of disil-
lusionment with the West have served to qualify, but not yet question, the 
generally pro-Western foreign policy orientation of the country. It should 
be recalled that Azerbaijan does not have a line drawn in the sand pushing 
it West as decisively and incontrovertibly as Kemal Atatürk‘s legacy 

generated in the Turkish case. And even there, signs of withering are 
present. 
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Internal societal forces at play have contributed to shaping an 
Azerbaijani foreign policy that is mainly Western in its orientation, 
pledging allegiance—but not always living up to—to the democratic model 
of a state based on the rule of law, and aspiring to membership in Euro-
Atlantic instiutions. This has nevertheless not meant that Azerbaijan has 
eschewed contact with the Islamic world: indeed, Azerbaijan has sought 
close contacts with Muslim countries and done so assertively, including 
chairing the Organization of the Islamic Conference in 2007. This was 
conditioned very much by the support that most Islamic countries—with 
the notable exception of Iran—provided Azerbaijan in regard to its conflict 
with Armenia. Given the West‘s lukewarm interest and close connections 

to Armenia, Azerbaijan used links to the Islamic world to put pressure on 
Armenia, not least through the voting power that these countries possess at 
the United Nations. 

An additional determinant of Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy has been the 

country‘s political system. As a presidential system that provides only a 
limited role for the legislature, the President has had the prerogative of 
formulating and implementing the country‘s foreign policy. Added to that 

has been the semi-authoritarian character of the political system, which has 
ensured that the role of the political opposition remained limited. Whatever 
one may think of this, it has contributed to the stability of Azerbaijani 
foreign policy, as the President has been able to adopt a long-term 
approach in setting foreign policy goals and in seeking to achieve them. In 
addition, especially under Heydar Aliyev‘s presidency, foreign policy was 

very much tied to the personality of the leader, his name recognition, 
charisma, and the authority with which he acted on the international scene. 

That does not imply that Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy has been insulated 

from society. As the multiple turns in negotiations over Karabakh suggest, 
Heydar Aliyev was repeatedly compelled to revise his position on a peace 
deal with Armenia given strong public opposition and opposition activism 
on the issue. This stands in stark contrast with the foreign policy of other 
post-Soviet countries, for example Uzbekistan, where President Islam 
Karimov has performed several dramatic foreign policy U-turns between 
the West and Russia, without any meaningful involvement of society. In 
Azerbaijan, such a turn would be much more difficult to perform, given the 
pluralistic character of Azerbaijani society and the existence of a frank and 
open debate on foreign policy in the press, broadcast media and in society 
in general. Hence even though the president‘s powers are extensive, 

foreign policy formulation must take into account the popular mood, and 
ensure that policies formulated have an implicit public legitimacy. 
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External Determinants: the Politics of the Caucasus  

 
By its geography as well as by its politics, the South Caucasus is a clearly 
delimited region. It is geographically defined by the Black Sea to the west 
and the Caspian Sea to the east; as well as by the Caucasus mountains that 
run between these two seas and forms the spine of the Caucasus, dividing 
its northern and southern parts. Only to the South, toward Iran and Turkey, 
is the region‘s external borders more blurred.  

Politically, the South Caucasus consists of three small countries sur-
rounded by the three great powers that have traditionally dominated the 
area: Iran, Turkey and Russia. The size differential between the three large 
powers and the three Caucasian states is huge, whether measured in demo-
graphic, economic, or military terms. Put together, the three Caucasian 
states have a population of about fifteen million people—less than a fifth of 
the population of either Turkey or Iran, and a tenth of Russia‘s. The fun-
damental defining condition of the Caucasus is one of the uneasy coexis-
tence of small nations and great powers. 

In the post-Soviet era, the Caucasus developed into a turbulent region 
plagued by multiple layers of security risks and conflict, lacking institutio-
nalized measures for cooperation of any form let alone in terms of security. 
Indeed, the region has been plagued by a security deficit, which coupled 
with the widely diverging threat perception of the three states, forms the 
basic reality in which Azerbaijan‘s successive governments have devel-
oped the country‘s foreign policy. 
 

The Caucasian Security Deficit: Transcending the National-

International Divide 

 
In spite of the manifold security challenges to the region, there are no func-
tioning inter-governmental mechanisms or institutions that help build re-
gional stability or provide for meaningful conflict management. Interna-
tional efforts at conflict resolution, sponsored mainly by the OSCE and 
UN, have failed to bring results.6 International security structures, such as 
NATO‘s Partnership for Peace program and the Russian-led Collective 
Security Treaty Organization, have also failed to stabilize the region, while 
the integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions such as the Council of Eu-
rope, NATO, and the European Union has progressed only slowly. Since 
2000, NATO‘s involvement has gradually increased, with PfP being the 
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main vehicle for the intensified relationship between the Atlantic Alliance 
and the South Caucasus.7  

The regional security deficit consists of internal, regional, and transna-
tional challenges, which are in turn interlinked. The internal component of 
the security deficit is the risk of domestic civil and political conflict, which 
has affected all three states at different stages of their evolution. The 
second, intra-regional, challenge to security consists of the unresolved 
territorial conflicts, which form the single most dangerous threat to security 
in the region and whose perils have been increasing rather than decreasing 
with time—as showed by the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008. The 
third category is an array of transnational, non-state security threats posed 
mainly by radicalism and organized crime, growing problems in the region. 
In addition to these intra-regional security challenges, the countries of the 
South Caucasus are compounded by a fluid and unpredictable array of 
relations with the regional and great power that have interests in the region. 
The smaller states try to enlist regional powers to promote their interests in 
the conflicts, while the great powers use the conflicts to advance their own 
interests—some of which are static and predictable, while also being prone 
to fluctuation. 

The political balance within and between the three Caucasian states and 
societies is a fragile one, and the weakness of these states and their various 
threat perceptions has compelled them to seek foreign patronage and sup-
port. The region‘s own attractiveness has in turn led to a high level of great 

power interest. The interests of foreign powers therefore deeply affect po-
litical processes within the three states, making political forces and leaders 
in the Caucasus watchful of their relations with foreign powers, in the hope 
that such relations would give them an advantage in domestic and regional 
political struggles. Combined with the changing policies and uncertain 
commitment to the region on the part of the great powers, this increases the 
instability and unpredictability of South Caucasian political processes. 

The Caucasian security deficit, stemming from these interrelated and un-
regulated security threats, has plagued the region since independence. The 
growing importance of the South Caucasus in the aftermath of the anti-
terrorist operation in Afghanistan and the war in Iraq made its security 
deficit a threat not only to regional security but to that of Euro-Atlantic 
interests more broadly, creating a palpable need for institutionalized securi-
ty arrangements to manage, reduce and if possible resolve the security 
threats in the region. 

The insecurity of the South Caucasus impedes political stability, accoun-
tability and democratic development in several ways. Most prominently, 
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insecurity in the early-to-mid 1990s derailed the political liberalization 
ongoing in the region and legitimized the return of authoritarian rule in all 
three states, certainly in Azerbaijan. The popular urge for order and stabili-
ty allowed governing structures to backpedal on institutional reform. Polit-
ical instability, moreover, followed as a direct consequence of the conflicts, 
as poor government performance led to the rapid loss of popular legitimacy 
and encouraged armed political contenders to challenge authorities. More-
over, the weakening of governing structures that resulted from the conflicts 
facilitated corruption and criminal infiltration of administrative bodies at a 
national and regional level. 

In the economic sense, the conflicts and the insecurity they bred severed 
regional trade linkages. Fighting brought material destruction and created 
an economic burden as well as fall in economic output caused in part by 
the displacement of hundreds of thousands of people. The economic down-
fall exacerbated problems with corruption and organized crime. Moreover, 
the loss of licit trade was replaced by illicit trade, which has been partially 
concentrated to separatist territories outside government control. The most 
prominently example is South Ossetia, whose Ergneti market functioned as 
a key point in smuggling of goods from Russia to Georgia until 2004.  

The refugee populations have integrated only slowly into the general 
population, with effects that impact society as a whole, especially in Azer-
baijan and Georgia. In addition, the unresolved conflicts are contributing to 
fanning the flames of nationalism in the region, thereby impeding the de-
velopment of civic-based identities and democratic political culture. 
 

Threat Perceptions of the States of the Caucasus 

 
Against the background of similar security concerns, the three states of the 
South Caucasus nevertheless have dramatically diverging perceptions of 
threat, which in turn lie at the basis for their divergent and contrasting for-
eign and security policies. Enduring and indeed existential threat percep-
tions are crucial components of the regional security situation and a com-
ponent of the instability in the South Caucasus. Partly due to historical 
experiences and partly to their bilateral relations, the development of com-
mon regional policies among the three states has been out of the question. 
Instead, each regional state has defined its own national interests and threat 
perceptions with little regard for the impact this has on its neighbors—the 
only exception here being the Georgian-Azerbaijani relationship. This 
zero-sum approach has provided a fertile ground for external powers to 
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impose their influence by capitalizing on the threat perceptions of the three 
weak states of the region. 
 

Armenian and Georgian Threat Perceptions 

 
Armenia‘s threat perception has been based mainly upon its historical fear 
of Turkish aggression, going back to the massacres of Armenians in the 
final decades of the Ottoman Empire—though this has gradually softened 
as Turkey and Armenia have sought to improve ties. Regaining indepen-
dence at a time of conflict with Azerbaijan, Turkey‘s backing of Azerbai-
jan, the Turkish-Armenian border closure, and attempts to put pressure on 
Armenia to end its occupation of Azerbaijani territories led to a revival of 
Armenian fears of Turkish aggression. Diplomatic efforts by the Armenian 
Diaspora and government are geared toward achieving international recog-
nition of the 1915 massacres as genocide, with possible compensations 
claims. Turkey denies these accusations, and is fearful of potential terri-
torial claims on territories in eastern Turkey. Armenia‘s fears may have 

been unrealistic as Turkey‘s foreign policy has always been defined by 

caution, and its actions in the region have been further restricted by diplo-
matic links to the West and Russia.8 Yet Armenia‘s threat perception has 

been very real, and a strong guiding force in Armenian foreign policy. As a 
result, in spite of its anti-Moscow stance in the Perestroika era, Armenia 
rapidly restored its security and military links to Moscow, signing a key 
treaty already in May 1992. Armenia since relied on Russia as a guarantor 
of its security, and has been an active participant in the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization. For most of its independence, Armenia has followed a 
pro-Moscow foreign policy that has contributed to its relative isolation in 
the region.  

Moscow has regarded Armenia as an important ally in the Caucasus, and 
most Armenians view a close relationship with Moscow as necessary. Rus-
sia currently maintains a large military base in Gumri, as well as a division 
of S-300 anti-aircraft missiles and a squadron of the Russian air force with 
MIG-29 fighters. Meanwhile, Armenia has developed close links with Iran, 
a crucial trading partner whose interest in preventing the rise of a strong 
Azerbaijan have helped strengthen Iranian-Armenian relations. Finally, 
Armenia also sought to upgrade its relationship with the U.S. and NATO. 
Together, this forms Armenia‘s policy of complementarity, implying a 
quest for close links with Russia, Iran as well as the West. The large, orga-
nized and wealthy Armenian diaspora has been Armenia‘s main foreign 

policy asset. In the U.S., it long managed to effectively lobby the U.S. 
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Congress to secure an earmarked average of $90 million in annual assis-
tance programs for Armenia (including Karabakh) and to ensure parity in 
U.S. military assistance to Armenia and Azerbaijan—in spite of the Penta-
gon regularly seeking considerably more for Azerbaijan than for Armenia. 
Armenia‘s foreign policy often seems to juggle increasingly difficult and 

potentially incompatible relationships with considerable success. Yet the 
viability of Armenia‘s foreign policy is directly correlated to the state of 
relations between the U.S. and Russia; and to the level of tension in the 
relationship between the U.S. and Iran. Simply put, Armenia is dependent 
on forces that are not necessarily compatible. 

Georgia‘s perception of external threat is well-defined: since indepen-
dence, Russia has been the main source of concern for the Georgian state. 
Russian adversarial behavior has included direct pressure, such as refusal 
to withdraw military bases from the Georgian soil, repeated threats of di-
rect military action, assassination attempts against the country‘s leadership, 

as well as economic levers such as the politically-motivated severing of gas 
supplies. Even more serious, Russia directly supported separatist forces in 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia for years before invading and effectively an-
nexing these territories in 2008. Unlike in Azerbaijan, the arrival of Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin to power in Russia worsened Russian-Georgian rela-
tions, in particular after the Ukrainian Orange revolution, which made the 
Russian leadership passionately determined to undermine both Georgia and 
Ukraine. In response, and given its lack of valuable natural resources, 
Georgia tried to market its position as a gateway between the West and the 
larger Caspian region in the reconstruction of the ancient Silk Road. Tbilisi 
therefore reached out to its other neighbors, and has constantly looked to 
the West in search of alternative economic and political opportunities. 
Relations with Europe and especially the U.S. have been a priority for 
Georgia. Georgia‘s relations with Turkey were marked by historical ten-
sions, but were gradually overcome and in the late 1990s, Georgia forged a 
strategic partnership with Turkey. In the energy, transportation, political 
and military sectors, Georgia and Azerbaijan have been at the forefront of 
creating a Caucasian corridor from Europe and Turkey to the Caspian and 
Central Asia. Azerbaijan and Georgia hope that economic development and 
Western investments will ensure their security and stability, and provide 
conflict resolution and the restoration of their territorial integrity. Working 
in parallel as enthusiastic members of NATO‘s Partnership for Peace, the 
two states share a similar outlook on the world and on relations with their 
neighbors. In fact, as Vladimir Socor has noted, the security of Georgia and 
Azerbaijan is inseparable: the two stand or fall together.9 
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Azerbaijan’s Threat Perceptions 

 
Dating back prior to independence, Azerbaijan identified Armenian aggres-
sion and Russian imperialism, in fact acting in tandem, as the leading 
threats to its national independence and security.10 To that was gradually 
added a rising concern over Iran‘s attitude to Azerbaijan. Unlike Armenia 

and Georgia, Azerbaijan does not perceive an acute external existential 
threat, though many Azerbaijani experts and officials suspect Iran for being 
opposed in principle to the existence of an Azerbaijani state. Much like 
Greece‘s virulent opposition to the creation of a state of Macedonia, Iran 
was deeply disturbed by the creation of an independent republic of Azer-
baijan. Problems were worsened by a series of factors: continued tension in 
Azerbaijani-Iranian political and economic relations, including over delin-
eation of the maritime boundaries of the Caspian sea; Iranian support for 
Shi‘a extremist groups in Azerbaijan and agitation against Azerbaijan‘s 

secular form of government; Iranian concern over U.S.-Azerbaijani rela-
tions; and over accusations of Iranian Azerbaijani separatist agitation from 
the territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan.11  

The most acute threat perceptions, emanating from Russia and Armenia, 
led to the gradual formulation of Azerbaijani foreign policy‘s chief aim: the 

restoration and consolidation of the country‘s full sovereignty. This in turn 

has two aspects: first and foremost, the consolidation of Azerbaijan‘s inde-
pendence; and secondly, the imperative to restore Azerbaijan‘s territorial 

integrity. The former aim was by no means obvious in the early 1990s, 
given the memory of the 1918–1920 experience, when a weak Azerbaijani 
state plagued by conflict with its neighbor succumbed to reintegration into 
Moscow‘s empire. Russia‘s accelerating imperial ambitions from the mid-
1990s onward, accelerating in Vladimir Putin‘s second term in power, 

made the aim of securing true independence a real and continuous struggle. 
Indeed, most post-Soviet states experienced renewed Russian efforts to 
limit their sovereignty in the 2000s. Azerbaijan has gained international 
recognition of its independence over the past decade and built a solid and 
independent economic base, leading this concern to abate somewhat. Nev-
ertheless, the great power ambitions seeking to limit the extent of that in-
dependence, aiming at incorporating Azerbaijan in structures that limit its 
freedom of choice, remain very real. 

Aside from these major concerns, Azerbaijan also has the problem of 
territorial disputes with both Turkmenistan and Iran over the delimitation 
of the Caspian Sea and its legal status; and the development of East-West 
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transport and trade corridors. A smaller, yet real security concern is the 
threat of externally sponsored Islamic extremism. This has primarily been 
connected to Iranian ambitions and transnational actors that are outside the 
control of any state authority. The latter groups in particular are a danger 
precisely because they are not controlled by a state, implying that the threat 
cannot be managed through traditional inter-state relations. 

Perceiving threats from the south, north and west, Azerbaijani govern-
ments since 1992 have reached out to Turkey and the West, particularly the 
United States, for support as well as economic and trade relations. The 
Baku government has sought to use its energy resources and strategic loca-
tion to develop its relations with states and organizations that could be 
enlisted to pursue the aims of consolidating independence, building a stable 
and prosperous country through the export of oil, and resolve the Karabakh 
conflict in a way acceptable to Azerbaijan. As such, aside from the west, 
sympathetic actors like Israel and Pakistan have also been of importance. 
Relations with Russia somewhat improved since 1999, but Turkey re-
mained Azerbaijan‘s key ally in the political, military and economic sectors 

at least until 2009. Azerbaijan also placed great emphasis on cooperation 
with the U.S. and NATO, becoming a PfP member in 1994 and contribut-
ing to peacekeeping missions in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, and was 
one of the first countries to render assistance to the U.S. after September 
11, 2001. 

Closer to home, as noted above, the relationship between Baku and Tbi-
lisi has been a major element in the country‘s foreign policy, particularly 

during the simultaneous tenure of presidents Heydar Aliyev and Eduard 
Shevardnadze. Relations strengthened significantly since independence, as 
both understood that their security was intimately connected. Azerbaijan 
cannot export its oil without Georgia, which connects it to Turkey and the 
West; while Georgia partially relies on Azerbaijan‘s oil exports for its eco-
nomic and political security and its own geopolitical importance. The two 
were motors in the GUAM (Georgia Ukraine Azerbaijan Moldova) alliance 
that developed since 1997 as a counterbalance to Russian hegemonic ten-
dencies within the CIS. The Georgian-Azerbaijani relationship has been 
instrumental in leaving Armenia outside regional transportation schemes 
and cooperative efforts, thereby attaching a cost to its hold on Karabakh. 
Geographically, Azerbaijan and Georgia are better positioned than Arme-
nia as a transport and communications route, as they form the corridor 
between the Black and the Caspian Seas. Hence, any transport conduit can 
easily bypass Armenia but not Azerbaijan, a fact that Baku has used to its 
advantage. 
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Foreign Policy Formulation: from the Popular Front to Ilham Aliyev  

 
The formulation of Azerbaijani foreign policy has gone through several 
phases, largely coterminous with the changes in government in the country. 
Hence the first eight months of independence saw Azerbaijan remaining in 
the Russian orbit, something that changed dramatically with the Popular 
Front coming to power. The Front espoused a more nationalistic and ideo-
logical foreign policy, and was succeeded by the Aliyev government, 
which followed the main outlines of the Front‘s foreign policy, but did so 
in a more pragmatic and discrete manner, and a in a less antagonistic style, 
than its predecessors. 
 

The Mutalibov Era: Reluctant Sovereignty 

 
By putting his signature under Azerbaijan‘s declaration of independence on 
October 18, 1991, Ayaz Mutalibov was the person to inaugurate Azerbai-
jan‘s foreign relations. The content of the declaration of independence 

itself was uncontroversial, as it reaffirmed the basic principles of interna-
tional law, the equality of states, respect for territorial integrity, and the 
inadmissibility of the use of force.12 If anything, it was significant because 
of the clearly western nature of the principles espoused there. The Azerbai-
jani parliament then applied for membership in the United Nations eleven 
days later, a request that was granted only in March 1992. What was strik-
ing in the actual conduct of foreign policy in this period was nevertheless 
not so much change as continuity. Azerbaijan‘s diplomacy focused strong-
ly on Russia and Iran, while relations with Turkey and the West carried 
mainly a formal nature. In Turkey, especially, Mutalibov was received with 
some distance given his obvious Moscow connection. One of Mutalibov‘s 

first steps was to seek membership in the successor organization to the 
Soviet Union, the Commonwealth of Independent States—in spite of a 
massive opposition from the public and from the Popular Front, fed by the 
still very palpable popular anger directed at Russia caused by the January 
20, 1990, Soviet military attack on Baku. Meanwhile, Mutalibov made his 
first foreign trip as president of an independent state to Iran, in a quest to 
allay Iranian fears of Azerbaijani irredentism, restore economic relations, 
and to use Iranian territory to link Azerbaijan with Nakhchivan. He found 
himself in Tehran once again already in February 1992, celebrating the 
anniversary of the Islamic revolution, having visited Turkey briefly to sign 
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agreements on friendship and cooperation that carried little of the later 
bond between the two states.13 

In fact, Mutalibov‘s foreign policy was clearly Russia-centric. He seems 
to have stuck to his pre-independence analysis: only Russia could ―give‖ 
Azerbaijan control over Karabakh back. His worldview did not seem to 
fully grasp the meaning of the Soviet Union‘s collapse, seeming to believe 

that a Russia-centric alliance or union would be rebuilt in one way or 
another—with the baseline being that Moscow was still the major arbiter of 
Caucasian affairs. Hence distancing Azerbaijan from Russia would be 
counter-productive, since it would only anger Russia and make Moscow 
support Armenia. In the Soviet context, his policy had provided some re-
sults—Operation Ring to the north of Karabakh, where Soviet forces sup-
ported the disarming or Armenian armed groups and dislocation of some 
Armenian civilians, perhaps being the main example. The Russia focus of 
his foreign policy was so strong that in spite of being at war, Azerbaijan 
did not begin the building of a national army until well into 1992, when 
Armenian forces were consolidating their grip on Karabakh. 

Indeed, the Khojaly massacre of February 1992 led to the foundering of 
Mutalibov‘s Russia-centric foreign policy. In spite of his policies, a mili-
tary unit under Russian command had participated in a massacre of Azer-
baijanis in Karabakh alongside Armenian formations. Khojaly made it 
plain and obvious that Mutalibov had focused entirely on Russia‘s benevo-
lence, yet Russia was now not only siding with Armenia but actively in-
volved in the killing of Azerbaijani civilians. No wonder that Mutalibov 
tried to cover up the massacre for several days, and later made the ludicr-
ous statement that Popular Front armed groupings and not the Armenians 
had committed this massacre against their own people. Khojaly, of course, 
was also the event that brought Mutalibov‘s tenure in power to an end.  

In his place came an interim period under ―dollar‖ Mamedov. For ob-
vious reasons, Mamedov was less enthusiastic about the CIS and Russia, 
trying instead to push Azerbaijan toward some fuzzy form of non-aligned 
status. But Mamedov was an interim President, at a time when power was 
gradually and very quickly being transferred to the Popular Front, some-
thing that was confirmed with the election of Elçibey to the presidency.  
 

The Popular Front Period: Ideological Nationalism  

 
The foreign policy of the Popular Front government had its basis in the 
Front‘s January 1992 congress, where a conservative and nationalist for-
eign policy concept won over a more liberal, almost neutralist rival con-
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cept. It ascribed to the same western principles of international law, but 
emphasized such concepts as confronting imperialism and developing de-
mocracy, and solidarity among the peoples of the Caucasus, including the 
concept of a ―Caucasian home.‖ More importantly, the Front made it clear 
it would prioritize relations with Turkic nations, primarily Turkey, and also 
seek to develop relations with Muslim countries.14 In this sense, the Front 
pledged allegiance to the Turkist agenda of emphasizing modernity in its 
quest for membership in the contemporary world; Turkism by prioritizing 
the ethnic and cultural link among Turkic nations; and Islam in a cultural 
and secular rather than religious manner by connecting to Islamic culture 
and civilization.  

In his election platform, Elçibey made it clear that Azerbaijan under his 
rule would have a Western and Turkish orientation, would work to remove 
Azerbaijan from the Russian orbit, and avoid to come under Iranian influ-
ence. He lashed out at both Russia and Iran, especially before his election, 
when he famously predicted Iran would fall apart just like the Soviet Un-
ion, condemned the discrimination of ―thirty million Azerbaijanis,‖ and 
called for the unification of Azerbaijan. While he avoided that type of 
statements while president, Tehran had gotten the message. Elçibey was no 
friend of Iran‘s, and this exacerbated the already existing fears of the Ira-
nian regime, for whom the creation of a state of Azerbaijan was anathema. 
Hence Iran became much less than helpful on most issues of interest to 
Baku, primarily Karabakh but also trade and transit to Nakhichevan and 
Turkey. Conversely, Iran‘s relations with Armenia improved. As far as 

Russia was concerned, Elçibey refused to ratify Mutalibov‘s accession to 
the CIS, thereby failing the earlier government‘s commitment to join the 

organization. In Elçibey‘s analysis, the CIS was nothing but a thinly veiled 

attempt at resurrecting the Soviet Union, and hence an incarnation of the 
evil empire that Azerbaijan needed to escape. If the CIS today seems of 
little value even to Russia, the early 1990s were different: the adherence of 
the former Soviet States to the CIS was a central Russian foreign policy 
objective, seen as a way of preventing the slippage of Russian influence in 
the former Soviet space. Indeed, forcing Azerbaijan and Georgia into the 
CIS was one of the major objectives of Russian pressure on these two 
countries in 1992–94. Given the problems, Elçibey instead placed his bets 
on solving the conflict with the help of Turkish support and engaging 
Western institutions like the CSCE.  

With the benefit of hindsight, this was as big a miscalculation as Mutali-
bov‘s. In spite of early euphoria and some saber-rattling on the Armenian 
border, Turkey was clearly not willing to challenge Russia to the point of 
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offsetting Russian support for Armenia. Indeed, faced by Russian threats, 
Turkey limited its support to diplomatic and political efforts that were sig-
nificant to bring the Azerbaijani cause to the international arena. Yet this 
changed little on the ground as Azerbaijan was losing territory. As for the 
West, preoccupied by the crisis in the Balkans and still viewing the Cauca-
sus as Russia‘s turf, Azerbaijan had little concretely to expect from that 
quarter. Hence the basic assumptions that formed the basis for the Front‘s 

foreign policy proved to be flawed, much like those of Mutalibov.  
But it was not only the policies of the Front leadership that had a nega-

tive impact on Azerbaijan. Indeed, the ideological aspect of its foreign 
policy and the leadership style of President Elçibey himself were equally 
harmful. Indeed, Elçibey‘s foreign policy lacked long-term strategic objec-
tives and a cool analysis of how those objectives could be achieved in the 
given situation. Instead, it was mainly declaratory, and did not give much 
consideration to the consequences of its decisions. Effectively, Azerbaijan 
was at war with one of its two smaller neighbors, and on a confrontational 
course with both of its larger ones. This strategy could hardly be termed 
ideal. 

Elçibey‘s Russia policy did understand the true nature of Russia‘s inter-
est in the region. However, it showed little insight of the remaining levers 
available to Moscow to achieve its objectives in the Caucasus. Hence it is 
conceivable that the Front could have lessened the damages it incurred by 
pursuing these objectives more discretely, without overtly alienating Mos-
cow. But the Front had a very bad position to begin with. As the Mutalibov 
era showed, Moscow was not satisfied even with a pliant Azerbaijan, and 
Russia‘s antagonistic policies could not have been averted short of a total 

surrender to Moscow. Indeed, the Huseynov episode as well as the Russian 
policies in neighboring Georgia showed to what lengths Russia was ready 
to go to prevent the loss of the South Caucasus. In this sense, the Front 
charted out a course of Azerbaijani foreign policy that contributed to the 
military loss of Karabakh in the short term, but that worked to strengthen 
Azerbaijani independence in the long run. The alternative would have 
been, perhaps, to capitulate to Moscow, avoid an equally disastrous defeat 
in Karabakh but still failing to gain the territory back, and effectively lose 
independence. That would likely have meant exporting Azerbaijani oil 
through Russia, and deferring to Russia on foreign policy issues, in a way 
similar to Armenia, Kyrgyzstan or Tajikistan. Even choosing between these 
alternatives, the latter may not necessarily have been preferable, as it would 
have put the country in a situation from which it would be extremely diffi-
cult to extricate itself.  
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On the other hand, alienating Iran was an unnecessary irritant for an 
Azerbaijan that sought to remove itself from the Russian orbit. This was a 
time where the Russian-Iranian partnership had not yet formed, and Azer-
baijan could have made use of potential differences between Russia and 
Iran had the ideological element in its foreign policy been less pronounced. 
In particular, the pan-Turkic winds blowing through Elçibey‘s foreign 

policy generated great opposition not only in Iran and Russia, but caused 
alarm inside Azerbaijan as well, as society was not ready for such an un-
conditional embrace. Meanwhile, Elçibey also alienated the more pragmat-
ic forces determining Turkish foreign policy. Indeed, Turkey‘s failure to 

support Azerbaijan more assertively was partly related to a palpable sense 
in Ankara that both Elçibey‘s government and the President himself were 

unstable, excessively ideological, and unreliable. 
All that said, the Front government did manage to score a number of 

concrete international victories in the diplomatic realm. First, Azerbaijan‘s 

vehemently anti-Russian policy succeeded in making the country the first 
former Soviet republic to be freed of Russian troops. The early withdrawal 
of Russian forces was clearly a stratagem to ensure Huseynov‘s coming to 

power, who would in all likelihood have invited Russia back in. But the 
fact remains that the Front‘s negotiations, begun almost immediately upon 

taking over power, managed to ensure the withdrawal of both Russian 
army and border forces that makes Azerbaijan stand out in comparison to 
Armenia and particularly Georgia, in light of that country‘s decade-long 
struggle to rid itself of Russian military presence, after it effectively sur-
rendered to Russia in 1994. 

Secondly, Azerbaijan managed to successfully internationalize the Kara-
bakh conflict, leading to the involvement of the CSCE as a mediator, as 
well as several UN resolutions condemning the use of force in Karabakh 
and the occupation of Azerbaijani territory.15 Though these did not name 
an aggressor, they served to underline the international community‘s rec-
ognition of Azerbaijan‘s territorial integrity. Finally, it was also Elçibey 

who first launched the idea of Azerbaijani-Georgian-Ukrainian cooperation 
which he would never act on, but which Heydar Aliyev successfully devel-
oped to found GUUAM. 
 

The Aliyev Era: Pragmatic Nationalism 

 
With few exceptions, Heydar Aliyev‘s government built on the foreign 

policy of the Popular Front. Contrary to expectations, the former Politburo 
member was no Russian stooge, any more than his colleague Eduard She-
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vardnadze. But given his experience in Moscow at a union-level political 
position, Aliyev knew the working of the Russian state extremely well, and 
was also well-versed in the functioning of international politics in general. 
Unlike either of his predecessors, he was in a position to make a realistic 
assessment of Azerbaijan‘s situation, the policies to be expected from Rus-
sia as well as from other powers, and of the policy options available to 
advance realistically set policy objectives. 

In so doing, Aliyev began with a reassessment of the situation. It was 
clear to him that Azerbaijan needed to normalize relations with Russia and 
Iran. For that reason, one of his first steps was to bring Azerbaijan into the 
CIS. Nevertheless, in spite of Russian pressure, he did not allow the return 
of Russian forces as peacekeepers nor Russian border forces along the 
Iranian border. With Iran, Aliyev had developed working relations as lead-
er of Nakhchivan, and even received some Iranian assistance. Hence 
Aliyev could easily use his contacts to calm Iranian concerns spurred by 
the Elçibey era. Concomitantly, Aliyev took one step back from Elçibey‘s 

embrace of Turkey, though in no way downgrading the long-term contents 
of the relationship. 

In fact, the main difference between Elçibey and Aliyev in the realm of 
foreign policy was style and strategy, not orientation. Where Elçibey ap-
peared erratic and ideological, Aliyev was diplomatic and pragmatic. 
Where Elçibey aroused strong feelings, Aliyev allayed concerns. But it 
soon became apparent that Aliyev was pursuing the very same objective 
that Elçibey was aspiring to: consolidating the independence of Azerbaijan. 
In so doing, Aliyev had a clear set of priorities. The first was to bring the 
war in Karabakh to an end. Having understood that the prospects for a 
military victory were absent during the brief December 2003 counter-
offensive, Aliyev settled for a cease-fire. Second, he sought to balance 
relations with all major powers to decrease the overt and covert pressures 
on the country, including on his own position in power, while preventing 
the return of Russian military presence. Third, he worked to speedily sign a 
contract with multinational oil companies in order to give stakeholders 
from as varied a group of powers as possible an interest in Azerbaijan and 
to attract signing fees—the AIOC came to include American, European, 
Turkish, Russian, Arab, and Japanese companies. Fourth, he built on in-
creased stability in Azerbaijan, oil interests, and the increasing reaction to 
Armenia‘s excessive territorial appetite to improve Azerbaijan‘s standing 

in the West. This aimed to reverse the pro-Armenian tilt of western leaders, 
media, and public opinion; to consolidate the existing but nominal Western 
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support for Azerbaijan‘s territorial integrity; and to build on that to enlist 

Western powers in supporting the Azerbaijani position on Karabakh.  
In retrospect, the policy was largely successful, though it never managed 

to resolve the Karabakh conflict, although the cease-fire achieved in mid-
1994 has largely held. Azerbaijan built working relations with Russia, 
which improved especially after Putin‘s coming to power in 1999. With 

Iran, the oil contract was a setback, since American pressure forced Aliyev 
to exclude Tehran from the deal. Nevertheless, Iran‘s meddling in Azerbai-
jani affairs decreased as the earlier rhetoric in Baku on southern Azerbaijan 
was stifled. The ―Contract of the Century‖ was signed in October 1994, 
forming the beginning of Azerbaijan‘s gradual rise on the international 

scene. As for relations with the West, Azerbaijan scored a diplomatic victo-
ry in the OSCE Lisbon summit of 1996, while Aliyev was invited to Wash-
ington in 1997, indicating a dramatic improvement of Azerbaijan‘s position 

in world politics in three short years. Azerbaijan also worked as a motor of 
the GUAM alliance, formalized in 1999, which was important in effective-
ly torpedoing the CIS as an instrument to restore Russian control over the 
former Soviet Union. 

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, Heydar Aliyev had ma-
naged to turn Azerbaijan into the only truly independent state of the Cauca-
sus. Unlike Armenia and Georgia, Azerbaijan had no foreign troops on its 
territory. Unlike Armenia and Georgia, Azerbaijan was not dependent on 
either Russia or the West for its security. Indeed, although it is usually 
Armenia that is credited with a foreign policy based on complementarity, 
this term is in fact more suited to Azerbaijan: Unlike Armenia, Azerbaijan 
has managed not only to balance the four major powers with influence in 
the Caucasus, but to remove itself from a situation of dependence on any of 
them and to formulate it foreign policy independently from them. This 
became clear in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, when Azerbaijan 
could, without constraints, formulate its own response to the event, and 
offer America unconditional assistance without waiting for the Russian 
reaction, which is exactly what Armenia was forced to do. Conversely, in 
April 2009, Ilham Aliyev was able to turn down an invitation by President 
Barack Obama to meet him in Istanbul, given his frustration with Washing-
ton‘s support for then Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. 
 

Ilham Aliyev’s Foreign Policy: Caution and Continuity  

 
With the sole but significant exception of the Karabakh conflict, Ilham 
Aliyev took over the reins of a country with a stable and improving posi-
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tion on the international scene. However, a somewhat unpleasant surprise 
for the new President was the growing importance of democratization as an 
element in Western foreign policy. Indeed, the Western reaction to his 
election, exacerbated by the simplistic image of a dynastic succession in an 
oil-rich country, showed the constantly changing proportions accorded to 
strategic and democratic concerns.  

The timing coincided with the growing profile of the freedom agenda in 
President Bush‘s foreign policy, which became official a year later with the 
inauguration of Bush‘s second term. This development, coupled with the 

peaceful revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine, ironically brought back in a 
different guise the tight interlinking of domestic and foreign policies that 
had been characteristic of the early 1990s. This time, however, the linkage 
was reversed. In the early 1990s, the domestic scene was heavily influ-
enced by the external scene due to the weakness of the state and to the 
interference of foreign powers into Azerbaijan‘s affairs. This problem had 

been alleviated with the state-building process of Heydar Aliyev‘s decade 

in power. But now, it was the character of Azerbaijan‘s domestic politics 

that colored the country‘s position in the external realm and affected the 
policy options available to the government.  

Indeed, the geopolitics of Eurasia were rapidly acquiring a strong ideo-
logical component. This had been a manageable constraint earlier, but was 
becoming a defining element in any country‘s relationship with the West, 

and therefore a crucial factor in determining policy options. As Uzbekis-
tan‘s experience showed, a regime intent on preventing democratization at 

any cost could no longer expect a strong partnership with the West to con-
tinue. Domestic politics were therefore securitized in Azerbaijan, since a 
refusal to compromise on domestic political control would effectively 
make the country increasingly dependent on Russia and Iran, and lead to a 
deterioration of relations with both the West and Turkey, which was in-
creasingly closely tied to Europe. In this situation, Ilham Aliyev took a 
considerably more cautious approach than Uzbekistan‘s Islam Karimov, 
who chose to abandon his country‘s strategic choice for the sake of regime 

security. Ilham Aliyev, on the contrary, sought to find a middle way, em-
barking on a gradual liberalization process focused on economics more 
than politics, while seeking to retain the initiative and enough control over 
the domestic political scene to safeguard his position in power. In so doing, 
it became increasingly clear that energy wealth was a key factor enabling 
the government to retain a level of popularity strong enough to stay in 
power without jeopardizing its relations with the West. By presiding over a 
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booming economy where wealth trickled down to the population, Ilham 
Aliyev seemed able to have it both ways.  

Nevertheless, his tenure in power also coincided with a decline of the in-
fluence of the West in the South Caucasus, with the war in Georgia being a 
watershed event in the eyes of the Azerbaijani elite. This provided further 
impetus to a policy of balance and self-reliance in Azerbaijan‘s foreign 

relations, one that dictated an attempt to establish good relations with all 
neighboring powers rather than making the country dependent on any one 
power or alliance. 
 

Conclusions 

 
Azerbaijan has gradually developed into a stable and independent actor on 
the regional scene in a turbulent environment, and to that an increasingly 
influential one in its neighborhood. This increases the strategic importance 
of the country, particularly to the West, and makes Azerbaijan a pivotal 
state in Eurasian geopolitics, as Brzezinski put it in 1997.16 The stability 
and independence of Azerbaijan are nevertheless not a reason for compla-
cency. Aside from an unresolved territorial conflict of its own, Azerbaijan 
is located in a region that will almost certainly develop crises that could 
test the foundations of its foreign policy. Georgia‘s instability and adver-
sarial relationship with Russia is of utmost concern to Azerbaijan, as is the 
transformation of Turkey, the increasing anarchy in the North Caucasus, 
and the international tension surrounding Azerbaijan‘s closest neighbor, 

Iran. The bottom line is that Azerbaijan remains a small state, which will 
continue to be affected by a multitude of developments among and between 
the larger powers of Eurasia. As Azerbaijan has little influence over these 
relationships but stands to be affected by them, the risk of being drawn into 
confrontations that it would prefer to avoid is ever present and will come to 
require continued statesmanship of successive Azerbaijani governments. 
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12 
Iran and the “Other” Azerbaijan 

 
 
 
 

Though relations with Turkey, Russia, and the West often dominate Azer-
baijan‘s foreign relations, the country with the greatest long-term impor-
tance in its foreign policy is arguably Iran. More Azerbaijanis live in Iran 
than in Azerbaijan, and until and unless the large Azerbaijani population 
south of the Araks River finds itself in a harmonious relationship with 
power and statehood—whether in an Iran where their rights are respected, 
or under any other solution—Azerbaijan will have more at stake in Iran‘s 

future than in that of any other state. 
Though the term Azerbaijan came into use to designate a geographical 

area on both sides of the Araks River long before the twentieth century, in 
the 1900s it became the ethnonym of a distinct, self-conscious Azerbaijani 
people. While estimates vary regarding the distribution of the Azerbaijanis, 
it is beyond doubt that Azerbaijanis in Iran are at least twice as numerous 
as their counterparts in the Republic of Azerbaijan. Estimates from sources 
close to the Iranian government tend to mention the number 15 million; 
nationalist Azerbaijani sources talk of close to 30 million, or even more. 
The real number is somewhere between, though intermarriage, migration 
within Iran, and assimilation into Persian culture all make the quest for a 
definitive total elusive. The figure of 20 million often mentioned in the 
literature is likely no exaggeration, making the Azerbaijanis by far the 
largest minority in Iran, more numerous in all likelihood than the Kurds, 
Arabs, Turkmens and Baluchis combined.1 They have also been regarded 
as the best-integrated minority in the country, based in large part on their 
long attachment to the Iranian state and the unifying force of Shia Islam, 
the branch of Islam they have in common with the Persian population. 
Indeed, conventional wisdom stresses the strength of the Iranian identity of 
the Azerbaijanis of Iran, and the weakness of their ethnic identity. 

To a certain extent the conventional wisdom is true, given the significant 
representation of Azerbaijanis in the economy, the Shiite clergy (the ule-
ma), and, to a lesser extent, the political sphere in Iran, and considering that 
at least a third of Tehran‘s population is ethnically Turkic. Iran‘s long-
ruling Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, a native of the town of 
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Khameneh in East Azerbaijan Province, is known to be half-Azerbaijani, 
and to speak Azerbaijani Turkish. Another native of Khameneh is Mir 
Hossein Mousavi, whose ill-fated campaign for the Iranian presidency in 
2009 gave rise to the reformist Green Movement of Iran. As the careers of 
these two men of Khameneh illustrate, the Azerbaijanis in Iran, much like 
the Kurds in Turkey, are not hampered by their ethnic origin so long as 
they assume and integrate into the language and culture of the majority 
population. Large parts of the Tehran Bazaar are in Azerbaijani hands, and 
Azerbaijanis are numerous in the officer ranks of the Iranian armed forces. 
The strength of Iranian identity among Azerbaijanis is reinforced by the 
fact that the Safavid dynasty, which came to power in Iran in the early 
sixteenth century and made Shia Islam the state religion, was Azerbaijani 
in origin (see chapter 1).  

The continued control of Iran‘s state and society by a hard-line clerical 
regime dominated by Persian culture and language ensures that more than 
two-thirds of the Azerbaijani nation remains under a form of government 
diametrically opposed to that enjoyed by the one-third who live in the Re-
public of Azerbaijan. Meanwhile, the U.S.-Iranian confrontation that began 
in 1979 and the growth of political tensions surrounding Iran‘s forthrightly 

anti-Western regime and nuclear ambitions have put Azerbaijan in a com-
plicated position. It would be one of the most directly affected countries 
should a war break out in Iran—or should the current regime collapse in 
violence, whether externally induced or not, and whether related to ethnic 
tensions or not.  

The ―Azerbaijan Question‖—that is, the uncertain status of the huge co-
hort of Azerbaijanis living in Iran—is complicated by a host of additional 
issues, including the delimitation of the Caspian Sea and geopolitics in 
general. Nevertheless, the extent to which relations between Iran and Azer-
baijan are strained at any given time can be gauged primarily by how either 
side is responding to this overarching transnational question. 
 

The Azerbaijan Question and Iranian Policy 

 
The distinct ethnic identity of the Azerbaijanis in Iran has often been neg-
lected by scholarship, which has tended to regard them as identifying 
strongly with Iran. However, this perception has been challenged recently, 
especially in the work of Brenda Shaffer, Nasib Nassibli, and Jamil Hasan-
li.2 These scholars point to a recurrent political expression of distinct Azer-
baijani identity throughout the post–World War II era in Iran. During the 
1978–79 revolution, the strong following of the ethnic Azerbaijani Ayatol-
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lah Mohammed Kazem Shariatmadari in Tabriz and other parts of Iranian 
Azerbaijan was linked to a perception among Azerbaijanis that Shariatma-
dari was a representative of their specific interests.3 Since the revolution, a 
separate and distinct Azerbaijani identity has been growing among the 
residents of northwestern Iran. Many Azerbaijanis initially supported the 
Islamic Revolution, regarding it as a liberation from what they perceived as 
the Persian chauvinism of the Pahlavi dynasty, and hoping that it would 
lead to the establishment of a state where they, as Shiite Muslims, would be 
first-class citizens on par with the Persians. But this did not happen. Cleric-
ruled Iran sustained many of the minority policies of the Pahlavi dynasty, 
in spite of occasional periods of greater leniency and freedom. Disillu-
sionment with this situation has been a major factor in the increasing incli-
nation of Azerbaijanis in Iran to revisit the issues of their identity and 
loyalty. 

In 1991, the size and economic as well as strategic significance of the 
Azerbaijani minority did not represent an immediate threat to the Iranian 
regime, but was certainly an issue Tehran treated with utmost caution. In 
this context, the emergence of an independent Azerbaijani state from the 
ruins of the Soviet Union was greeted with dismay in Tehran‘s ruling cir-
cles, already acutely aware of the evaporating revolutionary zeal around the 
country and growing popular discontent. Whether or not irredentism would 
grow strong in Baku, the very existence of Azerbaijani statehood would 
have magnetic appeal for significant numbers of Azerbaijanis south of the 
border with Iran, and would in the long term ensure that whatever distinct 
Azerbaijani identity existed in Iran would not wither away, but, to the con-
trary, gradually grow. Moreover, general disillusionment with the failure of 
the Islamic Revolution to deliver improved living standards to the popula-
tion would now have the potential to take on an ethnic dimension in the 
northwestern regions, particularly as the regime failed to change much of 
Tehran‘s minority policies. Acutely aware of the evaporating revolutionary 
zeal around the country and of growing popular discontent, the clerical 
regime was instinctively dismayed at the creation of the state of Azerbai-
jan. 

Such a reaction was, of course, by no means unique to Iran. In Europe, 
the visceral Greek reaction to the creation of an independent republic of 
Macedonia stands as an example of the jealousy of states toward jurisdic-
tions bearing a name identified with a part of their own territory. To add to 
Tehran‘s worries, the nascent Azerbaijani republic was endowed with con-
siderable energy resources relative to its small population, which provided 
it with the potential to acquire significant wealth—a process that soon 
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enough got under way, then rapidly accelerated in the second decade of 
independence. Conversely, Iran has experienced an extended period of 
economic decay attributable to its 1980–88 war with Iraq, a monocultural 
economy heavily controlled by the state, U.S.-imposed trade sanctions, and 
international ostracism. Hence, much in the same way that Turkey has 
made it a foreign policy priority to prevent the establishment of a Kurdish 
state in northern Iraq, Iran would clearly have preferred the continuation of 
the arrangement established with the 1828 Treaty of Turkmanchai, namely, 
the division of Azerbaijan between Russia and Iran. 

As the war between Azerbaijan and Armenia over Mountainous Kara-
bakh escalated in the 1990s, Iran was domestically torn in devising a poli-
cy. Some religious forces as well as ethnic Azerbaijani groups advocated 
support of the brethren in Azerbaijan against the Armenian infidel. Mean-
while, the foreign policy establishment saw the weakening of the Republic 
of Azerbaijan as a boon to Iranian national interests, and therefore pursued 
a policy that combined official neutrality with growing support for Arme-
nia. Iran‘s vacillation and hesitation in the first years of the 1990s can be 
ascribed to this internal division, but within a few years the broad direction 
of Tehran‘s policies became obvious. In general, the regime used the con-
flict to pressure Baku, with the exception of instances when restoring a 
balance was necessary. An example occurred in mid-1993, when Armenian 
aggression was throwing the region into chaos, and defeat and suffering in 
Azerbaijan were raising the possibility that Iranian public opinion would 
become aroused, forcing the regime to act preventively. At the time, Iran 
was serving as Armenia‘s main purveyor of electricity and goods, and once 

the Armenian conquest of Karabakh had been completed, Iranian trucks 
began to supply most of the secessionist enclave‘s needs.  

The decisive factor tilting Tehran toward Yerevan was the policies of the 
Azerbaijani Popular Front (APF) government. As discussed in chapter 11, 
President Abulfez Elçibey‘s regime developed a vehemently anti-Russian 
and anti-Iranian policy. Elçibey himself was a convinced secularist, des-
pised Iran‘s theocracy, and openly criticized Iran‘s denial of cultural rights 

to its Azerbaijani minority. Before ascending to the presidency, Elçibey 
spoke of Iran as a ―doomed state,‖ and flaunted the idea of reunifying 
Azerbaijan. In a sense, Elçibey and his nationalist policies confirmed Te-
hran‘s worst fears, and pushed Iran further toward Armenia. Iranian eco-
nomic support played an important role in keeping Armenia alive and func-
tioning at a time of economic embargo by Turkey and severed trade links 
with Azerbaijan. Should Iran have sided with Azerbaijan and joined the 
embargo on Armenia, the latter would have had to rely exclusively on sup-
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plies shipped through Georgia. In this sense, from the Azerbaijani perspec-
tive, Iran can be said to have made Armenia‘s expansionist policies possi-
ble. 

 
Iranian Political Changes and the Azerbaijan Question 

 
The group consciousness of the population of Iranian Azerbaijan has 
grown significantly since the early 1990s. In its response, the Iranian gov-
ernment has oscillated between repression and conciliation. The issue of 
collective identity first drew attention in 1989, when Azerbaijanis in Nak-
hichevan tore down border installations in order to reestablish contact with 
their kin across the Araks River, in defiance of Soviet policies. This 
brought a first rush of ethnic nationalist sentiment on both sides. The sub-
sequent dissolution of the Soviet Union and emergence of the state of 
Azerbaijan enabled contacts across the river to develop at much greater 
speed. Cultural and family linkages multiplied. Despite these develop-
ments, trade relations between Azerbaijan and Iran remained limited. 

 At least as important, the population of northern Iran has come into 
much closer cultural and economic contact with Turkey, partly through 
increasing trade and partly through the effect of Turkish satellite television. 
Iran‘s theocratic regime ensures that state TV programming holds little 
appeal for the Iranian population; furthermore, broadcasts are almost ex-
clusively in Persian. Hence, the Azerbaijani population of northern Iran has 
gravitated toward Turkish culture, the languages being close enough for 
Azerbaijanis to get quickly accustomed to the Turkish dialect. In fact, in 
Iran as in the Republic of Azerbaijan, the Azerbaijani language has itself 
been subjected to change: a number of Turkish conjugations, words, and 
expressions have entered the language, most obviously in regions of Iran 
bordering Turkey.  

Exposure to Turkish culture has also affected the self-perception of the 
Iranian Azerbaijanis. Historically, the dominance of Persian culture and its 
dismissive attitude toward Turkic culture had the effect of socializing many 
Azerbaijanis into the former, perceived as the ―high culture‖ in Iran. Con-
tact with Turkey has nevertheless publicized that country‘s far higher level 

of social and economic development, and in turn boosted the ethnic self-
consciousness and identity of Iranian Azerbaijanis—in many ways erasing 
the feeling of cultural inferiority the Persian elite had long sought to instill 
in the ethnic minorities of Iran. 

The political repercussions of these developments in terms of identity 
have nevertheless remained limited. An organization called the National 
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Liberation Movement of South Azerbaijan (NLMSA) has been created, 
though its political strength appears limited, as does its following. Azerbai-
jani nationalism in Iran has remained relatively poorly organized, partly as 
a result of Iranian repression. But the perhaps most important impediment 
to its development has been a lack of consensus on what it wants to 
achieve. Politically motivated Azerbaijanis are torn among those desiring 
mainly increased representation and greater cultural rights within the Ira-
nian state; those seeking political autonomy within Iran; those seeking the 
creation of an independent southern Azerbaijani state; those seeking unifi-
cation with the Republic of Azerbaijan; and those seeking a confederation 
embracing Turkey and both northern and southern Azerbaijan. 

Despite such differences, which can be easily observed, not least among 
the Iranian Azerbaijani diaspora, the increase in the political expression of 
Azerbaijani nationalism is unmistakable. The number of protests against 
the Iranian state, and violent repression of these protests, have both in-
creased since the late 1990s. Tabriz University has been a focal point for 
the organization of protest activities, including a large movement active in 
the summer of 2003.4  

Members of the NLMSA are regularly arrested and imprisoned, and oc-
casionally put to death. The honorary chairman of the NLMSA and leader 
of the Azerbaijani community in Iran, Dr. Mahmudali Chehregani, was 
repeatedly prevented from standing for election to the Majlis, the Iranian 
parliament. He was arrested, denied medical treatment, and suffered torture 
that resulted in partial paralysis.5 Chehregani left Iran for the United States 
in 2002. Azerbaijani-language newspapers are, like all oppositional media 
in Tehran and elsewhere in the country, repeatedly closed down.6 

In parallel with the liberalization of Iranian society that occurred in the 
late 1990s during the presidency of Mohammed Khatami, a change in po-
litical atmosphere also took place regarding minorities. This included the 
easing of restrictions on music and social activities, and among the benefi-
ciaries was the Azerbaijani minority. Hence, while the government contin-
ued to harshly repress any political expression of Azerbaijani identity, it 
sought to liberalize cultural rights as a way of removing some of the popu-
lar base of the growing protest movement. A larger number of Azerbaijani-
language publications and academic programs were allowed.7  

This policy nevertheless did not seem to take any of the steam out of the 
rising Azerbaijani consciousness. Indeed, it may have had the opposite 
effect, much as perestroika and glasnost did north of the Araks River dur-
ing the late Soviet period. In the mid-1990s, the Azerbaijan Question was 
still in many respects taboo in Tehran.8 An Azerbaijani-speaking Iranian 
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government official told the present author in 1998 that he had learned the 
language in Turkey—despite the obvious fact that he spoke in the 
jani dialect, not the Turkish one.9 By 2003, however, Azerbaijani could be 
heard spoken freely between Iranian government officials in private, and 
political activity, including scholarly writing on ethnic issues in Iran, was 
tolerated. Of course, Azerbaijani remained banned from official settings. 
Moreover, the onset of the presidency of hard-line conservative Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad in 2005 does not appear to have led to a backlash, as expres-
sions of Azerbaijani identity appeared unproblematic in Iran, including in 
official circles. For instance, in 2009, when meeting an Iranian deputy 
minister of foreign affairs in his Tehran office, the present author was in-
troduced as an Azerbaijani-speaker, whereupon the minister immediately 
switched to Azerbaijani with great joy. 

While it is difficult to determine whether this liberalization has worked 
as a safety valve, there continues to be a palpable sense among the Azer-
baijani minority of continuing discrimination in the political, economic, 
and cultural fields.  

If Ahmadinejad‘s government has not restricted displays of ethnic iden-
tity, the gradual reduction of the democratic aspect of Iran‘s political sys-
tem has certainly exacerbated feelings of discrimination and voicelessness. 
The countermove against Khatami‘s relatively liberal rule began with the 

overtly manipulated Majlis elections in February 2003, well before Ahma-
dinejad became president. From then on, Supreme Leader Khamenei and 
other members of Iran‘s clerical leadership worked meticulously to margi-
nalize and exclude the reformist forces in society from decision-making 
positions. The uneasy ―cohabitation‖ that had existed between Khamenei 

the hard-liner and Khatami the reformer was over. Iran was then pointedly 
characterized as the only country in the world where the president was also 
the leader of the opposition. But the extent to which Khamenei would go to 
prevent such a situation from recurring was put on display to the entire 
world in 2009 with the highly questionable reelection to the presidency of 
the incumbent Ahmadinejad, and the state‘s truculent reaction to the pro-
tests that followed.  

The counterreformation certainly did not ease matters in Iranian Azer-
baijan. Indeed, the largest demonstrations in many years took place in Ta-
briz in the summer of 2004. Azerbaijani sources reported that several hun-
dred thousand people participated in the rally, which was kept under con-
trol by no less than 40,000 Iranian police.10 Protests over the continued 
rejection of instruction in the Azerbaijani language in schools led to re-
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newed protests and clashes in September 2004, with several people injured 
as a result and a dozen arrested.11 

In May 2006, Iranian Azerbaijan finally exploded. The trigger was 
something as ostensibly harmless as a newspaper cartoon that could be 
understood as depicting Azerbaijanis as cockroaches. This led to massive 
rallies across northern Iran, especially in Tabriz and Orumiyeh, gathering 
hundreds of thousands in largely peaceful protests.12 The authorities re-
sponded with overwhelming force, killing an estimated 100 people and 
jailing an estimated 11,000—including, in what looked like a preemptive 
action, known Azerbaijani nationalist intellectuals. Most of the detainees 
were subsequently released, but it is clear that the systematic raids crippled 
the awakening in Iranian Azerbaijan, at least temporarily.  

In 2009, as is well known, ethnic Azerbaijani Mir Hossein Mousavi was 
in all likelihood robbed of his election to Iran‘s presidency—or at least to a 
second round against the incumbent Ahmadinejad—by what amounted to a 
coup against the electoral components of the Iranian system by a coalition 
consisting of Ahmadinejad himself, Supreme Leader Khamenei, and the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. According to official figures, Ahma-
dinejad won by a landslide in Iranian Azerbaijan—a highly illogical result 
given the natural tendency to vote en masse for a native son. 

Following the crackdown on the Green Movement of Iran, the Iranian 
regime could no longer depend on enjoying an implicit public legitimacy, 
as had largely been the case until the summer of 2009. Instead, the regime 
now appeared to be upheld solely by brute force. 

 In the wake of the events of 2009, it seemed apparent that the increasing 
hard-liner control over Iranian state institutions and increased repression 
could lead to an intensification of polarization on an ethnic basis. This 
would affect Azerbaijan considerably, but there would be little Baku could 
do to affect the situation. 

 
The Regional Context 

 
Developments in Iran have been occurring against the backdrop of a rapid-
ly changing regional environment. This is perhaps best illustrated by the 
feelings of isolation and encirclement by the United States experienced by 
the Iranian regime following the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.  

The initial outcome of Operation Enduring Freedom was positive for 
Iran: it removed a vehemently anti-Iranian and anti-Shia government from 
neighboring Afghanistan. Iran itself had had a standoff with the Taliban 
regime on the Iranian-Afghan border in 1998, caused by the killing of sev-
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eral Iranian consular officials in Afghanistan by the Taliban movement. 
Having the Taliban next door had become, for the Iranians, an apt illustra-
tion of the precariousness of Iran‘s geographic location. Iranian representa-
tives liked to argue that they were ―sandwiched between the Taliban and 

Saddam Hussein.‖
13 Benefits likewise accrued with the U.S. overthrow of 

Saddam Hussein in Iraq eighteen months later, which removed a significant 
threat to Iran and greatly increased Tehran‘s influence in Iraq. Iran took an 

ambivalent position in regard to both conflicts, however, indicating that it 
had little problem with the deposing of either the Taliban or Saddam Hus-
sein, but was worried about what would come afterward: a long-term 
American presence on its doorstep. Having been included in President 
George W. Bush‘s ―axis of evil,‖ the Tehran hard-liners increasingly per-
ceived a direct threat of American military action against them that only 
increased after U.S. operations in Iraq and the intensifying debate over 
Iran‘s nuclear program. Tehran also worried about the unrest and instability 
that would result in the region if American intervention did not stabilize its 
two neighbors.  

Consequently, toward the Caucasus Tehran has followed a policy of de-
fensive caution and limited containment of the United States on its borders. 
Iran has strengthened its already close relationship with Russia, which has 
meant the enlisting of Russian diplomatic support for the acquisition of 
weaponry and crucially important nuclear technology—mainly of Russian 
origin.14 The Russian link has gained increased importance in Tehran as the 
regime frantically seeks to achieve nuclear weapons capability. The cost of 
this policy has, however, come in the realm of Iranian policy in the former 
Soviet sphere. Indeed, it seems to be an unwritten rule that Iran‘s role in 

the Caucasus and Central Asia is circumscribed by deference to Russian 
domination—as Iran‘s policies toward Chechnya and the civil war in Taji-
kistan suggest. In other words, Iran‘s policy seldom interferes with or con-
tradicts Russian policy in these regions.  
 

Issues in Azerbaijan’s Relations with Iran 

 
After getting off to a good start in 1991 with the presidential tenure of 
Ayaz Mutalibov, relations between Azerbaijan and Iran cooled to the freez-
ing point during Abulfez Elçibey‘s time as president. This change could be 
attributed to several issues. Paramount was the question of southern Azer-
baijan, described in detail in the preceding section of the present chapter. 
Other points of contention included the Karabakh conflict and Armenia‘s 
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relations with Iran, the status of the Caspian Sea, U.S.-Azerbaijani rela-
tions, and Iranian support for Shiite radicalism in Azerbaijan. 
 

Southern Azerbaijan 

 
Most acute during Elçibey‘s tenure, the southern Azerbaijan issue has 
slipped into the background since the beginning of the Aliyev era in 1993. 
Nevertheless, it persists as a background irritant and cause of suspicion in 
bilateral relations.  

President Elçibey‘s anti-Iranian stance was never hidden, as his pro-
nouncements on behalf of the cultural rights of Azerbaijanis in Iran and on 
the theocratic political system in Iran remained vivid in the memories of 
Iranian leaders. Since moving into opposition, the parties that have been 
formed out of the Azerbaijan Popular Front have continued to raise the 
issue regularly, much to Iran‘s dismay. The fact that these parties coordi-
nate with anti-Iranian activists among the Azerbaijani diaspora is an added 
concern on the Iranian side. On the part of the Azerbaijani government, the 
policy since Aliyev‘s accession to power has been clear: the government 

officially underlines its respect for Iran‘s territorial integrity, and to the 

extent possible steers clear of discussing the situation of ethnic Azerbaija-
nis in Iran publicly. Meanwhile, elements of anti-Iranian groups from 
southern Azerbaijan such as the NLMSA are active on Azerbaijani territo-
ry. When the NLMSA‘s honorary chairman, Mahmudali Chehregani, was 
allowed to leave Iran in early 2002, he traveled to Baku, where he made 
several presentations on the plight of Azerbaijanis in Iran, talked of a na-
tionalist resurgence.15 

In general, Baku‘s policy has been to tolerate the presence of such 
groups as long as they keep a low profile and avoid embarrassing the gov-
ernment or creating disputes with Tehran; thus, they are not allowed to 
open offices, and Azerbaijan is restrictive in granting citizenship to Iranian 
Azerbaijanis. Nevertheless, Tehran‘s perception of Baku‘s toleration of 

these forces has led to recurrent Iranian protests, and more. On August 22, 
2001, at the height of the crisis between Iran and Azerbaijan over the Cas-
pian Sea ( see below, under ―The Delimitation of the Caspian Sea‖), the 

leader of the NLMSA, Piruz Dilanci, survived an assassination attempt in 
his Baku residence.16 Given the Iranian government‘s well-known syste-
matic efforts to assassinate opposition forces in exile, suspicion naturally 
fell on Tehran. 

The Azerbaijani government‘s attempts to coordinate, organize, and in-
fluence the Azerbaijani diaspora, including the regular convocation of the 
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World Azerbaijani Congress in Baku, have created tensions with Iran, as 
these diaspora groups include organizations with a southern agenda. For 
example, presentations by European-based Iranian Azerbaijanis at the 
March 2006 gathering covered human rights violations in Iranian Azerbai-
jan and the possibility of the unification of northern and southern Azerbai-
jan. This led to a diplomatic row. The Iranian government, including its 
ambassador in Baku, termed these speeches interference in Iran‘s internal 

affairs. Historical sensitivities were also raised as the Iranian ambassador 
referred to famous poets considered part of the Azerbaijani heritage as 
―Iranian poets,‖ prompting an immediate reaction from the Azerbaijani 
writers‘ union.

17 
While Iran bristles at any mention of southern Azerbaijan, Iranian voices 

have not been less provocative. On various occasions, different Iranian 
figures have endorsed a reunification of Azerbaijan, but emphasized that it 
should occur as the ―return‖ of the presently independent Azerbaijan to its 

historical motherland, Iran. For instance, in 1996 Ayatollah Mohsen Sha-
bestary, the Khamenei-appointed Friday prayer leader in Tabriz, stated that 
―the Azerbaijan Republic was once ours. So, if there is any talk of unifica-
tion of the two Azerbaijans, it is they who should come back to Iran.‖

18 On 
a 2000 visit to the city of Qerm, near the border with Azerbaijan, Khame-
nei himself told a local crowd that ―beyond this border there are Muslim 

brothers like you who love Islam, the clergy, and the Islamic Republic.‖
19 

In 2001, the secretary of the influential Expediency Discernment Council, 
Mohsen Rezai, stated that ―Azeri officials should govern their country in 

such a manner that the Iranian people do not demand the return of Azerbai-
jan to Iran.‖

20 Given that the Expediency Discernment Council is a consul-
tative body that advises the Supreme Leader and has a mandate to resolve 
differences between the Majlis and the Guardians Council (which is em-
powered to vet legislation), there can be little doubt that the statement con-
stituted an official warning. In sum, Tehran‘s position has been simple: if 

Azerbaijan encourages—or even tolerates—activism targeted at Iranian 
Azerbaijan, Baku might get reunification, but under the rule of Tehran. As 
Azerbaijani identity grows more palpable in Iran and increasingly vexing 
to the Iranian government, it will remain a sore spot, at best, and a deep 
source of tension, at worst, in relations between the two countries. 
 

Karabakh and Iranian-Armenian Relations 

 
The Karabakh war was the most direct northern threat to Iran‘s national 

security emanating since the 1940s.21 Fighting around Karabakh threatened 
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to spill into Iran at several occasions, notably in the fall of 1993. Because 
both adversaries are Iran‘s neighbors, the conflict directly affects Iran‘s 

security, even when, as in recent times, there is little actual fighting. At an 
early stage—virtually as soon as the two belligerents became indepen-
dent—Iran offered its good offices to help bring about a peaceful solution 
to the conflict, though ultimately to no avail. A cease-fire was negotiated in 
Tehran in March 1992, with the signing of a ―Tehran declaration,‖ though 

it soon proved abortive. On May 7, another Iranian-brokered cease-fire was 
signed, but the very next day Armenian forces conquered Shusha Province. 
The two failed cease-fires showed that Iranian mediation efforts carried no 
weight on the Armenian side, and that Russia‘s ambition to dominate 

peacemaking in the Caucasus would keep Iran on the sidelines. Indeed, the 
occupation of Shusha was followed by the conquest of the Lachin corridor 
just as Yerevan entered into a military alliance with Moscow. Iranian hard-
liners, for once agreeing with Elçibey, condemned Armenia for using the 
cease-fires brought about by Iranian diplomacy as an opportunity to rearm. 
Even had Tehran not met these setbacks to its peacemaking efforts, the 
advent of the Popular Front government in Baku and Russia‘s return to the 

South Caucasus would have made further Iranian diplomatic forays im-
possible.22  

As the fighting over Karabakh erupted into full-scale war in 1992, Iran 
switched from attempting conflict resolution to using the conflict to pres-
sure Azerbaijan. This was most commonly done through different forms of 
support for Armenia. Perhaps most important, Iran served as a purveyor of 
goods and electrical power to Azerbaijan‘s adversary. This was crucial 

because transport was difficult through war-torn Georgia, Armenia‘s only 

other trade conduit. Iran‘s support went beyond these merely commercial 

relations, as reports have indicated that Tehran allowed weapons en route 
to Armenia to transit Iran.23 After the 1994 cease-fire, Iran developed ever 
closer economic relations with Armenia, for instance building a gas pipe-
line to strengthen Armenia‘s energy security. Tellingly, Yerevan has re-
peatedly praised Tehran‘s ―balanced policy toward the Karabakh con-
flict.‖

24 
All that said, it should also be noted that whenever the conflict threat-

ened to spill into Iran, Tehran would pressure Armenia as well. For in-
stance, in Fall 1993, Iran made a joint appeal with Turkey to the UN Secu-
rity Council to condemn the Armenian occupation of territories outside 
Karabakh. In September 1993, when Nakhichevan was under threat of an 
Armenian attack, Iranian troops crossed the Araks River into the Azerbai-
jani enclave, which was enough to intimidate Armenia, Russia‘s strong 
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protests to Tehran notwithstanding. Armenia‘s foreign minister subse-
quently assured Tehran that there would be no more attacks on Nakhiche-
van.25  

Whereas Iranian-Armenian cooperation has blossomed in the political, 
economic, scientific and cultural spheres, Iranian-Azerbaijani relations 
have never been characterized by the same warmth. Even after Abulfez 
Elçibey‘s overthrow and Heydar Aliyev‘s assumption of the presidency, 
relations only improved on the surface. Until 2004, Tehran resisted the 
creation of an Azerbaijani consulate in Tabriz, although Iran kept a consu-
late in Nakhichevan. In 1999, Iran‘s ambassador to Baku stated that the 
issue of opening a consulate would be resolved only after a package of 
proposals from Iran had been accepted—hardly standard diplomatic proce-
dure.26 Heydar Aliyev himself was not loath to express his frustration with 
Iranian policies on Karabakh. In March 2001, he walked out of a meeting 
with a visiting Iranian minister after the latter informed him of Iran‘s plans 

to restore a bridge over the Araxes between Iran and Armenian-occupied 
territories in Azerbaijan.27  

Its handling of the Karabakh issue dealt a strong blow to any ambitions 
on Iran‘s part to appear as a power acting in solidarity with the people of 
Azerbaijan. Indeed, Karabakh continues to be one of the most important 
factors generating mistrust of Iran in Azerbaijan. 
 

Delimitation of The Caspian Sea 

 
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, Iran promptly became a passionate 
opponent of the sectoral delimitation of the Caspian Sea. With little oil in 
its would-be sector of the Caspian, Tehran argued that the Law of the Sea 
was not applicable to the body of water since it was in fact not a sea but a 
giant lake. Yet the oil companies seemed less than disturbed by Moscow 
and Tehran‘s stance, and moved on with the exploitation projects. Of 

course, the participation of the Russian state-owned company Lukoil in a 
consortium the Russian Foreign Ministry deemed illegal played a role in 
attenuating the fears of oil multinationals.28 To a lesser extent, Iranian 
companies have also participated in international consortia in the Caspian, 
including the large Shah-Deniz gas project, in Azerbaijani waters. Howev-
er, Moscow‘s position on the Caspian Sea gradually weakened, and in mid-
1998 Russia accepted the division of the bottom and subsoil of the Caspian, 
in a separate agreement with Kazakhstan.29 This left Iran alone defending 
―proportional exploitation‖ and ―fair sharing‖ of the wealth, principles the 
Iranian government has consistently reiterated.30  
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During 2000 and 2001, Russia made separate diplomatic agreements 
with Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan stipulating the division of the Caspian 
seabed but joint exploitation of the waters. A subsequent Azerbaijani-
Kazakhstani treaty ensured that the entire northern Caspian was covered by 
a legal regime. But the southern Caspian, primarily of interest to Iran, 
Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan, was not, as Iran continued to reject such a 
solution. According to standard methods of median line delimitation, Iran 
would receive jurisdiction over the smallest sector of the Caspian, which 
would amount to about 13 percent of its surface. Moreover, the Iranian 
sector would consist mostly of deep-sea waters, where exploration and 
drilling typically are costly. Hence, Iran seemed to be hedging its bets on 
achieving a larger share of the sea. Indeed, Tehran hinted that it would 
consider an ―equitable‖ division granting it 20 percent of the Caspian.

31 
Moreover, Iran was showing an increased level of activism. Whereas for 
reasons of economics and principle it had not attempted to exploit its Cas-
pian waters until then, starting in 2001 Iran unilaterally began to explore 
the sea for oil and gas—in areas that would not necessarily fall within the 
Iranian sector, depending on what percentage that sector would ultimately 
comprise. The rationale for these activities seemed decidedly political—
after all, Iran could drill for oil in the Persian Gulf at a fraction of the cost 
it would incur in the deep-water southern Caspian.32 Iranian policy seemed 
to be replicating the stance taken successfully by Azerbaijan and Ka-
zakhstan in the early 1990s: exploring and drilling for oil unilaterally in 
what they considered their sector of the Caspian. Iran‘s oil minister, Bijan 

Namdar-Zanganeh, stated in 2001 that Iran would not ―wait for other litto-
ral states to find a legal status and [would] start exploring for oil and gas 
itself.‖

33 Tehran then began drilling for oil within the disputed area of the 
sea—indeed, only a mile from an area where Azerbaijan and Royal Dutch 
Shell were planning to drill.34  

In fact, Iranian policy went through a qualitative change in 2001. For 
unclear reasons, a much more aggressive stance toward Azerbaijan devel-
oped during that year, nearly coming to the point of open conflict. After 
diplomatic efforts during the spring failed to bring about a resolution of the 
Caspian Sea legal dispute, Iran unilaterally claimed 20 percent of the sur-
face area of the Caspian, focusing its legal efforts mainly on the energy-
rich waters claimed by Azerbaijan and less on the energy-poor areas in the 
Iranian-Turkmen border zone. In August, an Iranian warship suddenly 
forcibly evicted an Azerbaijani-flagged but BP-owned exploration vessel 
carrying out research on the Sharq-Alov oil field. With the international 
reaction muted, Iran continued its gunboat diplomacy against Azerbaijan, 
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initially conducting daily overflights above Azerbaijani-claimed waters, 
then, in the absence of objections other than Baku‘s protests, over Azerbai-
jani villages in parts of the country bordering Iran. The attempt on the life 
of NLMSA leader Piruz Dilanci also occurred at this time. It took Turkish 
intervention to ratchet down the increasing Iranian pressure on Azerbaijan. 
The chief of staff of the Turkish armed forces, Hüseyin Kıvrıkoğlu, visited 
Baku in early September, attending the graduation ceremony of the first 
group of Turkish-trained Azerbaijani cadets to complete studies at the 
Azerbaijani military academy. As ten Turkish F-5 fighter jets performed air 
shows over Baku, to the awe of the biggest crowd seen in the capital since 
the largest anti-Soviet demonstrations of the late 1980s, Kıvrıkoğlu told 

President Aliyev that the Turkish and Azerbaijani skies were one common 
sky. Iranian overflights of Azerbaijani territory were discontinued.  

The full reasons behind the Iranian activism of 2001 remain unclear. 
One possibility is that Iran sought to destabilize Azerbaijan and prevent the 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline project from proceeding. Another, per-
haps related reason may have been Iranian fears of the rapidly developing 
relations among Israel, Turkey, Georgia, and Azerbaijan.35 In any event, 
the episode was soon overshadowed by the attacks of 9/11, and the contro-
versy petered out. Iran had to shift its attention eastward and southward, in 
response to the tumultuous changes unfolding in Afghanistan and, later, 
Iraq.  

Though off the radar screen for the time being, the problem of Caspian 
Sea delimitation remained unresolved. 

 
U.S.-Azerbaijani Relations 

 
The relations between Baku and Washington have been yet another factor 
aggravating tensions between Iran and Azerbaijan, especially at times 
when U.S.-Azerbaijani ties have seemed particularly close. Problems began 
when Azerbaijan welcomed American oil companies to the Caspian, some-
thing both Iran and Russia resisted, correctly seeing such a move as bring-
ing increasing American political attention to the region. The deal that led 
to creation of the Azerbaijan International Operating Company (AIOC) 
was a case in point, not least because Iran was cut out of it at the United 
States‘ request—which made Tehran understand perfectly clearly where 
Azerbaijan‘s priorities lay. Of course, Baku did not cut Iran out only at the 
U.S. request as there was no great desire to have Theran play a role in the 
project, but it was nevertheless an important factor. As Azerbaijan moved 
closer to NATO in the late 1990s, participating in NATO-led peacekeeping 
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missions and upgrading bilateral military ties with the United States, Te-
hran‘s concerns grew that Azerbaijan would be used to insert U.S. military 

forces into the Caspian region.  
Rumors in summer 2003 and again in 2006—originating, predictably, in 

the Russian news media—that Azerbaijan would be used as a launching 
pad for a U.S. invasion of Iran, and that Baku had consented to this, led to 
thinly veiled Iranian threats of military action and violations of Azerbaijani 
airspace by Iranian jets. In 2004, persistent rumors of the impending estab-
lishment of a U.S. military base in Azerbaijan prompted renewed Iranian 
pressure on Azerbaijan. The rumors were at least partly attributable to U.S. 
defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld‘s frequent visits to Baku since 9/11.

36 
Azerbaijan hence found the U.S.-Iranian confrontation to be a test of its 

balanced foreign policy, with both Washington and Tehran in effect trying 
to force Baku to take sides. As one observer noted, Azerbaijan found itself 
in ―a very uncomfortable situation, trying to maneuver within the limited 
space available.‖

37 Iran and Azerbaijan subsequently signed a nonaggres-
sion pact, in May 2005. It was widely interpreted as being an Iranian de-
vice to prevent the use of Azerbaijani territory for a U.S. military action 
against Iran.38 Azerbaijan‘s inability to escape being affected by the rela-
tionship among the four great powers in the Caucasus is nowhere more 
obvious than in the U.S.-Iranian case. 

Since the resignation in November 2006 of Secretary of Defense Rums-
feld, however, no cabinet-level U.S. official visited Azerbaijan until his 
successor, Robert Gates, visited in June 2010. Indeed, America‘s gradual 

loss of interest in the Caucasus had the inadvertent effect of easing Iranian-
Azerbaijani relations somewhat. As Baku became increasingly estranged 
from Washington in the late Bush and early Obama administrations, the 
likelihood of U.S. military bases in Azerbaijan decreased considerably—as 
did the prospect that Baku would allow the use of its territory for an attack 
on Iran. 
 

Iran and Shiite Radicalism in Azerbaijan 

 
Since Azerbaijan‘s independence, Iran has to varying degrees supported 

radical Shiite Islamic movements in Azerbaijan. This is perhaps no sur-
prise, given the theocratic character of the Iranian regime. In their early 
phase, Iran‘s activities were not particularly covert. Iranian mullahs were 

sent to Azerbaijan to proselytize, hoping to find fertile ground in a land 
starved of religion for decades. The focus of activities lay in what tradi-
tionally had been the most strongly Shiite areas of Azerbaijan, including 
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the area near the Iranian border and localities north of Baku on the Apshe-
ron Peninsula. Though the Iranian mullahs were barred after several years, 
this only resulted in a change in tactics, as Iran began training Azerbaijani 
religious students who were later sent back to Azerbaijan. Iranian groups 
have been especially active among internally displaced persons in Azerbai-
jan‘s southern provinces, where most of the refugees from the Karabakh 
war are encamped. 

In addition, Tehran has given support to Islamic political forces in Azer-
baijan. First and foremost among these is the Islamic Party of Azerbaijan, 
which draws most of its core support from villages on the Apsheron Penin-
sula. The party is a supporter of ousted president Ayaz Mutalibov. Tehran 
has also hedged its bets by supporting the secular Social Democratic Party, 
whose Internet address, tellingly, is mutalibov.org. The onetime president 
in fact only joined the party in 2003.39 The Social Democratic Party‘s rep-
resentatives, such as Zardusht Alizade, have been among the most pro-
Iranian forces in Azerbaijani politics. Iran has also been funding madras-
sas, Islamic schools where children are instructed in the virtues of the Is-
lamic regime and the Iranian Revolution. These often operate without do-
cumentation, and the government has closed down a number of them.40 

More serious perhaps has been the covert Iranian support for violent 
groups such as the Jeyshaullah movement and Hezbollah, which have both 
been active in Azerbaijan (see chapter 10). Jeyshaullah‘s actions have in-
cluded the assassination of historian and academician Ziya Bunyatov, and 
the movement has been included on the U.S. State Department‘s list of 

terrorist organizations. As discussed in chapter 10, the threat from foreign-
sponsored religious groups, especially those of Iranian origin, was the pri-
mary impetus behind creation of the State Committee for Work with Reli-
gious Organizations, which has gradually been able to gain a measure of 
control over the religious situation in the country.  

Starting in 2005, Iranian support for religious activism seemed to dimi-
nish, as Tehran tried a different tack—developing better relations with 
Ilham Aliyev‘s government in order to safeguard Iranian interests and 
avoid pushing Azerbaijan even deeper into the American camp. Perhaps an 
insight developed that Iran‘s policies had failed, as evidenced by the 
strengthening of the Azerbaijani state, and indeed had been counterproduc-
tive in terms of Iran‘s own interests. Nevertheless, Iran continues to main-
tain the ability to switch its support for radicalism in Azerbaijan on or off, 
depending on its political objectives. 
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Conclusions  

 
In spite of all the existing and potential problems, the governments of 
Azerbaijan and Iran have worked to develop a modus vivendi since about 
2005.41 Indeed, a flurry of bilateral visits began to take place after Iranian 
president Khatami visited Baku in August 2004—a visit that led to the end 
to the long-standing Iranian opposition to establishment of an Azerbaijani 
consulate in Tabriz.42 Ilham Aliyev then visited Tehran in January 2005 to 
sign nine agreements on various aspects of bilateral relations.43 In Decem-
ber of the same year, Aliyev and new Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadi-
nejad inaugurated construction of pipelines that would make the provision 
of natural gas to Nakhichevan possible by means of a gas-swapping ar-
rangement between their two countries.44 In August 2007 Ahmadinejad 
made his first trip to Baku, which Aliyev reciprocated in March 2009 on 
the sidelines of the Economic Cooperation Organization summit.45 A series 
of other ministerial-level delegations have also concluded numerous prac-
tical agreements over the years. Perhaps most important, Iran unilaterally 
canceled visa requirements for Azerbaijani citizens in November 2009.46  

These moves all point to an improving relationship, at least on the sur-
face. But there is little doubt that relations between the countries remain 
tenuous at best, due to the fundamentally different external orientations, 
and social and political models, espoused by the two. Azerbaijan‘s contin-
ued dependence on Iran for access to Nakhichevan, while creating the po-
tential for cooperation, is also a factor, not to mention Iran‘s vexatious 

relationship with the West.  
Key among the continuing sources of mistrust between Tehran and Baku 

will be the problem of Iranian Azerbaijan. The national awakening that is 
taking place in the territory may be slow, and generally peaceful, but it is a 
fact, and one that the Iranian government has been unable to address con-
structively. As this situation develops, and potentially becomes unruly, 
there will be repercussions upon Azerbaijan.  

The combination of internal Iranian and regional developments leaves 
both the Republic of Azerbaijan and Iranian Azerbaijan in a precarious 
situation. On the external front, given Azerbaijan‘s relations with the Unit-
ed States, the Iranian posture toward Azerbaijan, which has at times been 
overtly hostile, could become so again. Tehran‘s determined quest for nuc-
lear capability, and the fact that Azerbaijan will inevitably be affected by a 
conflict over Iran‘s nuclear program, adds to the potential for sustained 

tensions. The outlook is further complicated by the strengthening of hard-
liner control over the Iranian state, as well as increasing discord and a vi-
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cious circle of protests and violent repression in Iranian Azerbaijan. The 
feeling of encirclement felt within the Iranian ruling elite has already led to 
intensification of the cycle of internal protest and repression, which was 
concentrated in the Azerbaijani and Kurdish areas of the country before 
spreading to Tehran in 2009.  

 The Iranian government‘s conspiratorial worldview seems to cause it to 

regard all protests as the products of foreign machinations to undermine the 
Islamic regime. This perspective, in turn, carries the risk of exacerbating 
the repressive and counterproductive policies of the Iranian government 
both generally and in Iranian Azerbaijan. In this sense, internal develop-
ments in Iran, especially as they concern the Azerbaijani community, can-
not be dissociated from the regional politics of Iran‘s neighborhood—even 
though the troubles in Iranian Azerbaijan are entirely homegrown. Azerbai-
jani nationalists have so far received precious little support from either 
Turkey, Azerbaijan, or the United States, with such backing being limited 
to fringe nationalist groups in the two former countries and a segment of 
the right wing in the latter.  

The Iranian Azerbaijan issue was important in the formulation of Azer-
baijani nationalism in the Soviet period, with the ―literature of longing‖ 

and the building of the image of a divided Azerbaijani nation. This charac-
terization remains a powerful factor in the minds of the Azerbaijani intelli-
gentsia, as well as in the imagination of the Azerbaijani diaspora, among 
whose members the North-South division tends to be mitigated by a com-
mon culture and language, distance from home, and the need for coopera-
tion to achieve common goals.  

That is not to say that most Azerbaijanis are enthusiastic about the idea 
of reunification. Indeed, the prospect of the state tripling in population to 
include 20 million or more coethnics who have endured two centuries of 
Persian, not Russian, rule, and the different social norms and mores that 
would follow from that, is a cause for worry among many Azerbaijanis of 
the North. Indeed, the prospect of being drowned by the southern brethren, 
who are much more religious and, at least in the eyes of the Northerners, 
less modern and developed, has sharply reduced the urge for reunification 
within Azerbaijan itself. But this is not to say that there is no sense of soli-
darity, or a lack of support for the aspirations of Iranian Azerbaijanis to 
live in harmony, with respect for their cultural and political rights—a situa-
tion that is manifestly not the case at present.  

In the final analysis, it is very difficult for Baku to have a significant 
positive impact on developments in Iran; it is condemned to do no more 
than seek to minimize adversity. Obviously, the ideal solution for Baku 
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would be a peaceful and democratic development in Iran that would lead to 
Iranian Azerbaijan existing harmoniously in an arrangement within Iran‘s 

borders, while interacting freely and to mutual benefit with the Republic of 
Azerbaijan. Such a development unfortunately does not seem to hold great 
promise of materializing anytime soon. Consequently, Baku would be right 
to expect trouble in southern Azerbaijan and to prepare for that eventuality. 

 



 
 

338 

13 
Russia, the Resurgent Imperialist 

 
 
 
 

Azerbaijan‘s 200-year history as a Russian colony continues to color rela-
tions between the two countries. But for several reasons, this was no typi-
cal colonial relationship. First, because Russia was a land empire, Azerbai-
jan and its other colonies lay on its borders. Second, because of the peculiar 
nature of Soviet communism and the unique context in which it took hold, 
Soviet Russia‘s profound cultural, economic, and social effects on its de-
pendent territories included elements of traditional colonialism as well as 
more beneficial impacts. Finally, unlike the former colonial powers of the 
West, Russia has not repudiated its imperialist past. These three factors 
have been crucial in ensuring the persistence of a strong Russian pres-
ence—psychological, if not always physical—in Azerbaijan and the other 
Caucasus states.  

Some observers, mainly optimistic Turkic nationalists, thought that the 
collapse of the Soviet Union would mean a Russian retreat from the lands 
of Turan. But that did not happen. Quite to the contrary, after a short inter-
lude Russia returned with a vengeance in the former Soviet space, seeking 
to reestablish its preeminence before any other state or alliance stepped in 
to replace it.  

Nowhere has the Russian reassertion been more vigorous and more ar-
duous than in the Caucasus. Russia has used a variety of mainly coercive 
strategies, ranging from fomenting ethnic conflict and supporting separatist 
forces to using economic leverage and outright military force, to ensure 
that the region does not slip from its control. This energetic pursuit of re-
gional hegemony has become one of the most compelling factors framing 
Azerbaijan‘s diplomatic relations and international goals. The bilateral 

relationship with Moscow naturally has remained one of the most impor-
tant to Baku, simply because of the influence and power Russia has shown 
itself able and willing to leverage in the region. Russia remains a determi-
nant, and a potential spoiler, of many of Azerbaijan‘s goals and ambitions, 

regionally and even globally. 
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Russian Political Thinking on the Caucasus  

 
While their intensity has fluctuated with Russia‘s political and economic 

power, Russian policies in the Caucasus have been remarkably consistent 
since the early 1990s.1 Once the Russian state became consolidated, Mos-
cow sought to sustain its preeminent influence in the region, jealously 
guarding its interests there and overtly seeking to establish an acceptance— 
not only regionally but internationally—that the Caucasus was within Rus-
sia‘s sphere of influence. This imperial tendency in Russian thinking, in-
itially dominant in the military and security structures, was elevated to the 
highest state hierarchies with the arrival to power of Vladimir Putin in 
1999. 

The most direct regional consequence of the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union was the achievement of national independence of three states: Ar-
menia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia. Much as in 1918, the South Caucasus was 
set free largely because Moscow was preoccupied with domestic problems 
and issues. In 1918, the Bolshevik Revolution needed to be consolidated 
before the new leadership could embark on a reconquista of the territories 
that had been ruled by czarist Russia. Likewise, in 1991, a new Russian 
state needed to be built and consolidated, a process that necessitated a loo-
sening of the grip on the periphery. On both occasions, Moscow recognized 
the independence of the three states, and for a short period restrained its 
outright ambitions to reclaim them. But in both 1920 and 1993, that is, less 
than two years after the respective declarations of independence of the 
South Caucasian states, a drive to reassert control over the region grew 
powerful in Moscow. Of course, while similarities abound between the two 
periods, the differences between them are equally important. While Bol-
shevik Russia overran the Caucasian states militarily during 1920–21 and 
incorporated them forcibly into the emerging Soviet Union, Russia was 
neither able or willing to do the same in the post–Cold War era. By 2008 it 
had resolved to absorb—for all practical purposes—two Georgian provinc-
es, while maintaining, much as in the Soviet period, that these satellites 
were independent states. Yet even that concession to regional and interna-
tional niceties failed to temper the centrifugal tendencies of the region. 

Ruling circles in Russia have yet to accept the independence of the 
South Caucasian states, and while Russia has not sought an all-out con-
quest of the South Caucasus, it has employed a wide range of instruments 
at its disposal to sustain and expand its influence and control over the re-
gion. In the years since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russian foreign 
policy toward the South Caucasus has gone through several major phases.  
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First was the immediate reaction to the dissolution of the Soviet empire: 
a state of confusion that lasted though the initial stage of the building of the 
Russian state.2 Indeed, Russia needed to define itself before defining any 
policy orientation toward its former dominions. Therefore, Moscow relin-
quished control over the three South Caucasian republics both politically 
and militarily, much as it had done in 1917. During 1991–92, reformers 
associated with Boris Yeltsin dominated Russian thinking. They believed 
that Russia needed to learn from the European experience in order to re-
solve the country‘s pressing domestic problems.

3 Russian foreign policy 
during the first year after the Soviet collapse had a set of priorities that 
made it introspective and pro-Western, and that accorded precious little 
concern to the rest of what had been the Soviet Union. In a sense, it was 
still the foreign policy of a republic that was trying to assert its own identi-
ty distinct from that of the Soviet Union.4  

Russia‘s first foreign minister, Andrei Kozyrev, seemed to envision the 
future of the former Soviet Union along the lines of the European Union: 
voluntary integration to promote peace and prosperity would replace the 
imposed ideological base, and a modern and prosperous Russia would form 
the natural attraction of this new union, around which former satellites 
would willingly coalesce.5 But Russia did not develop into the prosperous 
and modern vision of its leaders in the early 1990s, instead turning into an 
increasingly troubled, unstable, and corrupt oligarchy in which the state 
was extremely weakly institutionalized.6 Russia therefore failed to make 
itself an attractive partner to the other former Soviet republics, which in 
turn gradually gave priority to developing their foreign relations with other 
powers. Russia‘s leaders consequently concluded that a coercive approach 

would be necessary.  
Minister Kozyrev‘s liberal vision, which in truth had never gone undis-

puted, was soon overridden by the conservative forces that dominated the 
parliament, the military, and the powerful security establishment—actually, 
most state institutions other than the Russian (as opposed to Soviet) Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs. Fond hopes for an EU-style integration of the former 
Soviet space gave way to a neo-imperial perspective.7 These institutionally 
based conservatives believed that the success of Russia‘s transition de-
pended upon the restoration of Russia‘s role in the world. The initial em-
phasis on relations with the West and the ensuing neglect of the Middle 
East, Asia, and especially the rest of the former Soviet Union were rejected 
as concessions to the United States, Europe, and their allies.8 The neo-
imperialists also rejected the idea that international politics had fundamen-
tally changed, arguing instead that geopolitics as a defining factor of inter-
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national relations was very much alive. Proponents of this particular view-
point included Yevgeny Primakov, head of the security services, who sub-
sequently served as Russian foreign minister and as prime minister.  

Policies began to shift as early as 1992, as Russia began to rebuild ties to 
the Middle Eastern countries, not least Iran.9 In November 1993, a new 
military doctrine was promulgated that asserted ―a sphere of influence that 

coincides with the one maintained by the USSR.‖
10 This intention was 

made clear by provisions that called for the Russian military to deploy 
troops on the territories of member states of the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States (CIS), ―either together with units of another state or as ex-
clusively Russian formations at their own separate bases.‖

11 In addition, 
ensuring the continued CIS membership of surrounding states was made a 
policy priority, along with insistence on having their ―external‖ borders 

controlled by Russian border troops—in the case of the states of the South 
Caucasus, their borders with Iran and Turkey, not with each other or with 
Russia.12 These policies enjoyed some success, though Russia‘s military 

defeat in 1996 at the hands of separatists in Chechnya, created a situation 
in which the states of the South Caucasus could slip gradually from Rus-
sian control.  

With Vladimir Putin‘s accession to the presidency in 1999, the process 
of rebuilding Russia‘s place in the world, beginning in the post-Soviet 
space, gained new traction. More than anything else, President Putin sought 
to make Russia a strong and functioning state. Marking a sharp contrast 
with the chaos of the Yeltsin era, he strived to bring the state hierarchy, the 
unruly regions, and the oligarchs of the economy under control under what 
he termed a ―vertical of power.‖

13 By a methodical process and aided by 
windfall profits from oil and gas exports, he succeeded in rebuilding the 
state and restoring its primacy over society, without necessarily solving 
many of Russia‘s underlying problems. The rebuilding of the state took 

place at the cost of political freedoms and democracy: Russia slipped ever 
more into autocracy, but with the added benefits of large oil incomes and a 
close symbiosis between the state and the large energy conglomerates 
among which Gazprom, Transneft, and RAO-UES were the most promi-
nent.14 Energy became one of Moscow‘s most called-upon tools in the 
restoration of its great-power status, with control over the westward export 
of Caspian Sea energy resources an important component.  

With the ―color revolutions‖ in Georgia (2003) and Ukraine (2004), 
Russia‘s policies toward its neighbors grew considerably more aggressive. 

Indeed, in addition to geopolitical competition, an ideological element 
entered Eurasian politics. Moscow now fervently sought to prevent the 
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spread of democratically minded governments on its borders, viewing them 
as a threat not only to Russia‘s influence but to its own system of govern-
ment. As political scientist Thomas Ambrosio has observed, Moscow for-
mulated a five-prong strategy to counteract the spread of democracy in its 
neighborhood: ―insulate, redefine, bolster, subvert, and coordinate.‖

15 ―In-
sulate‖ characterizes the domestic aspect, the Kremlin‘s attempt to ensure 

the impossibility of a democratic upheaval at home through a variety of 
mainly repressive means. ―Redefine‖ refers to Russia‘s rhetorical attempts 

to defend its own system, including inventing terminology such as ―sove-
reign democracy‖ and questioning the democratic credentials of the West 
itself. ―Bolster‖ describes the Kremlin‘s attempts to support authoritarian 

tendencies in neighboring countries, while ―subvert‖ encapsulates the 

Kremlin‘s systematic attempts to undermine democracy and security, par-
ticularly in Georgia and Ukraine. Finally, ―coordinate‖ sums up the Krem-
lin‘s efforts to synchronize its policies with those of other nondemocratic 

states, such as Iran and China, to balance the West‘s support for democra-
cy.  

The Russian efforts to undermine the security and statehood of democra-
tizing countries in the region, to bolster authoritarian regimes, and to con-
tinue to dominate energy transport routes all should be seen as intercon-
nected, and related to the priority Russia gives to preventing the emergence 
on its western flanks of democratic and sovereign states that are willing to 
integrate with the rest of Europe. 

 
Moscow and the Caucasus in the 1990s: Russian Policy in Action 

 
In the late 1980s, the Caucasus—both North and South—began slipping 
out of Moscow‘s control.

16 Nationalist forces had come to dominate poli-
tics in both Armenia and Georgia. This development had few external im-
plications, but nationalist agitation was also mounting in Azerbaijan, which 
had special importance to Moscow as the largest of the Caucasian republics 
and the only one with kinship ties to external powers such as Turkey and 
Iran. Brutal Soviet crackdowns in Tbilisi on April 9, 1989, and in Baku on 
January 20, 1990, only served to bolster anti-Soviet and nationalist feeling 
among the populations of Georgia and Azerbaijan.  
 

Dissolution and Independence, then the Reconquista 

 
The independence of the South Caucasian states meant an imminent and 
very tangible loss of Moscow‘s control over the Caucasus.

17 Furthermore, a 
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fourth republic, north of the Caucasus Mountains, had declared indepen-
dence in the same period: under the leadership of former air force general 
Jokhar Dudayev, Chechnya aspired to membership in the community of 
independent nations, thereby seceding not only from the Soviet Union but 
also from the Russian Federation. In spite of this direct challenge to Rus-
sian statehood, Moscow initially ignored Chechnya for almost three years, 
focusing its energy instead on reasserting control over the South Caucasus. 
This response exactly paralleled Russian priorities in the nineteenth cen-
tury: Russia achieved control of the South Caucasus through wars with Iran 
and Turkey in 1812 to 1813 and from 1827 to 1828, but the struggle con-
tinued in the North Caucasus for more than three decades, rebellions there 
not being subdued completely until 1864. 

Russia‘s modern-day reconquista of the South Caucasus began almost 
immediately after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Moscow was heavily 
involved in the conflict over the separatist province of South Ossetia, 
threatening military action against Georgia on more than one occasion, and 
played an important role in all conflicts of the region, displaying its abili-
ty—and readiness—to provide arms to various fighting factions. In prac-
tice, Moscow first succeeded in asserting control over Armenia. This was 
logical, given Yerevan‘s rapidly developing involvement in warfare on the 
territory of Azerbaijan. Turkey‘s increasingly pro-Azerbaijani stance and 
economic embargo on Armenia compelled Yerevan to accept any support 
that might come its way, and Russia was more than forthcoming. The de 
facto price of a military agreement in May 1992 was Yerevan‘s submission 

to Moscow‘s three principal demands: CIS membership, the stationing of 
Russian troops on the country‘s external borders, and the installation of 

Russian military bases inside Armenian territory. (These requirements 
would become an important part of Russia‘s ―sphere of influence‖ military 

doctrine, issued the following year.  
Russian policy then turned to Georgia. In July 1992, Moscow put in 

force a cease-fire agreement between Georgia and South Ossetia that led to 
South Ossetia‘s de facto independence and the interposition of Russian 
troops on the administrative border separating parts of the region from the 
rest of Georgia. Russia had repeatedly offered Georgia military assistance 
in return for its acquiescence to Russia‘s three demands, but Georgian 

leader Eduard Shevardnadze nevertheless refused.18  
As the guns went silent in South Ossetia, turmoil began in Georgia‘s 

other autonomous republic, Abkhazia. Its leaders displayed a self-confident 
attitude, asserting that Abkhazia was ―strong enough to fight Georgia‖—a 
peculiar claim, given the Abkhazians‘ overwhelming numerical inferiority: 
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they numbered only about 100,000, whereas the Georgians totaled more 
than four million.19 When Abkhazia declared independence, in July 1992, 
undisciplined Georgian paramilitary forces invaded the breakaway repub-
lic, looting and burning as they went. But in October, Georgian forces 
came up against a well-armed Abkhazian counteroffensive, supported by 
North Caucasian volunteers, heavy artillery, and air support. The origin of 
these weapons was obviously Russian. Later in the war, Russia‘s direct 

involvement was blatantly exposed when an unmarked fighter aircraft was 
shot down, whose pilot turned out to be a Russian air force officer in full 
uniform.20 By October 1993 Georgian forces had been evicted from Ab-
khazia, and more than 200,000 ethnic Georgian civilians had fled its terri-
tory. During the entire conflict, Moscow offered Georgia military support 
should it consent to the three demands already so familiar to Armenia. As 
he had in the case of South Ossetia, Shevardnadze at first demurred, but a 
large-scale mutiny in the Georgian military following the loss of Abkhazia 
that threatened the total disintegration of the Georgian state prompted the 
president to accept Russia‘s demands. Russian forces then swiftly moved 

in, crushing the mutiny as quickly as it had emerged. Russia then took 
control of Georgia‘s Turkish border, established four military bases in 
strategic locations around Georgia, and was granted a droit de regard over 
the Georgian security, defense, and interior ministries. But crucially, Tbili-
si‘s surrender to Moscow did not lead to any Russian support for the reso-
lution of the conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Only with the com-
ing to power of Mikheil Saakashvili in 2004 would Georgia begin to extri-
cate itself from Moscow‘s embrace. 
 

The Push for Azerbaijan and the Chechen War 

 
With Georgia subdued, the focus of events moved to Azerbaijan in mid-
1993. As described in chapter 4 of the present volume, military commander 
Surat Huseynov had withdrawn his troops from the front in the war with 
Armenia, a move that resulted in the Azerbaijani loss of Kelbajar Province, 
and retreated to his native Gandja, barracking near the Russian 104th Air-
borne Regiment‘s base. The Azerbaijani Popular Front government had 

managed in 1993 to secure a Russian agreement to close the Gandja base 
by the end of the year, despite Russian assurances that if the 104th were 
granted permission to maintain a long-term presence, it could be very use-
ful to Azerbaijan in the war with Armenia.  

As is described in chapter 4, the 104th Airborne Regiment suddenly de-
parted Azerbaijan in late May 1993, leaving the better part of its arma-
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ments to Huseynov, whose ensuing rebellion led to the collapse of the Pop-
ular Front government and the loss of four provinces to the east and south 
of Mountainous Karabakh, and almost gave Huseynov power in Baku. 
Only the arrival of Heydar Aliyev prevented this. Aliyev led Azerbaijan 
into the CIS, and promised substantive discussions on basing rights and 
border troops, but demanded that the talks wait until the war in Karabakh 
ended. Aliyev was thereby able to obtain the release of armaments from 
Soviet military depots, and could now thwart the Armenian offensive and 
even regain some lost ground before the May 1994 cease-fire agreement 
was concluded.  

Heydar Aliyev proved to be a master negotiator, never allowing Russia 
to introduce border troops or military bases into Azerbaijan. Instead, he 
focused on developing the oil resources of the Caspian Sea, and accelerated 
negotiations with foreign, mainly American, oil companies. Thus, unlike 
Armenia and Georgia, Azerbaijan began slipping away even before Mos-
cow managed to get a grip on it. The development of oil resources with 
American and other Western companies would not only bring Azerbaijan 
economic benefits, but would also increase Western interest in the country. 
Russia remained adamantly opposed to Azerbaijan‘s unilateral exploitation 
of Caspian oil resources; only days after the signing of the ―contract of the 

century‖ (see chapter 4), Huseynov attempted another coup, this time to 

unseat Aliyev. When it failed, Huseynov fled Azerbaijan, initially seeking 
sanctuary in the Qabala radar station north of Baku, the sole remaining 
Russian facility in the country. Moscow‘s efforts to take control of Azer-
baijan, the most important state in the Caucasus, had failed. 

Moscow‘s chief remaining tool for controlling Azerbaijan was the ex-
port route for Azerbaijani oil resources. The only operational pipeline able 
to carry Azerbaijani oil to world markets until 1999 ran from Baku to No-
vorossiysk, a Russian port on the Black Sea. In trying to identify the best 
transport route for the Azerbaijani oil, oil companies found themselves 
inclined to prefer the existing Russian route (see chapter 9), which could be 
upgraded at a reasonable cost to carry the anticipated amounts of oil. Un-
fortunately, the Baku-Novorossiysk route passed through Chechnya, where 
Jokhar Dudayev was presiding over a self-proclaimed independent state 
that the oil companies would hardly entrust their wealth to. Whereas Mos-
cow would have preferred to establish control over the South Caucasus 
before dealing with the problems in the North—just as in the previous 
century—Russian control over Azerbaijan had now become directly related 
to control of Chechnya. Numerous other factors undoubtedly intervened, 
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but a major reason for the timing and the imperative to invade Chechnya in 
late 1994 was Azerbaijan‘s oil.  

 

The Slipping Away of the Caucasus, 1996–99 

 
If Russia had succeeded in subduing Chechnya, it is fairly likely that it 
would also have succeeded in remaining the dominant power in the South 
Caucasus. However, that did not happen. After months of fighting that 
revealed the incompetence and brutality of the Russian armed forces, Che-
chen rebels managed to regain control of the breakaway republic‘s capital, 

Grozny, in August 1996. This was perhaps the most important develop-
ment in the Caucasus since the dissolution of the Soviet Union.  

The Chechen victory and the humiliation of the Russian military dramat-
ically changed the entire regional situation. Azerbaijan intensified its pro-
Western orientation, and investments in its oil industry grew at a rapid clip, 
in spite of the 1998 economic crisis that led to a plunge in oil prices. Azer-
baijan was joined by Georgia, which, despite the presence of Russian bases 
and border guards on its territory, developed an equally strong (if not 
stronger) pro-Western attitude in adamant opposition to Russian imperial-
ism. In Central Asia, Uzbekistan joined the chorus, with President Islam 
Karimov denouncing, perhaps more harshly than anyone, the imperial poli-
cies of the Kremlin. Western attention grew commensurately. The Clinton 
administration declared its strong interest in the region by early 1997, and 
the European Union pledged to sponsor the Transport Corridor Europe-
Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) program, most forthrightly at a 1998 gather-
ing in Baku fittingly titled the ―International Conference on the Restoration 
of the Historic Silk Route.‖ After the miscalculations of the early 1990s, 
Turkey now reengaged with the Caucasian states, supporting the restructur-
ing of the Azerbaijani military and rapidly developing its ties to Georgia to 
the level of a strategic partnership.  

By 1998 Georgia and Azerbaijan were speaking openly of the possibility 
of membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, Azerbaijan even 
going so far as to float the idea of NATO military bases on its territory.21 
Meanwhile, Russia desperately hung on to its regional anchor, Armenia, 
for instance delivering complimentary arms shipments worth more than 
US$1 billion to the country in the late 1990s.22 But by 1999, even Armenia 
had begun to question its heavy dependence on Russia, and Armenian 
leaders became frequent visitors to Western capitals. Imminent headway in 
negotiations over Karabakh threatened to deprive Russia of its Caucasian 
anchor, as peace with Azerbaijan would also in all likelihood lead to the 
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partial normalization of Turkish-Armenian relations, and thereby dramati-
cally reduce Armenia‘s dependence on Moscow.  
 

1999: Putin Turns the Tide 

 
By 1999, Moscow‘s deteriorating position in the region was obvious. To 

Russian observers, its roots must have been equally easy to identify: the 
defeat in Chechnya. The war in Chechnya had illustrated Russia‘s slippage 

from superpower status to that of a second-rate power. Chechnya‘s success 

had emboldened anti-Russian and pro-Western forces in the South Cauca-
sus and Central Asia. It had extinguished the prospects of the Baku-
Novorossiysk pipeline and made the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline 
increasingly feasible, in spite of its exorbitant cost. In fact, it was the defeat 
in Chechnya that prevented Moscow from projecting its influence in the 
South Caucasus while other powers increasingly did so. Only by address-
ing the problem at its roots, obliterating the source of instability and restor-
ing firm control over the North Caucasus, could Russia reclaim its lost 
ground in the South. The logic of the nineteenth century was now stood on 
its head: Moscow needed to restore control in Chechnya in order not to lose 
the South Caucasus.  

Initially, the policy seemed to pay off. The Russian military had learned 
from its past mistakes, and with Russian advances in Chechnya, the rhetor-
ic emanating from Tbilisi, Baku, and Tashkent softened dramatically. Eve-
ryone understood that if Chechnya succumbed to Russian arms, Moscow‘s 

reconquista would not stop there. President Putin also showed that his 
diplomatic skills were superior to his predecessor‘s: he managed to recast 

the brutality in Chechnya and the restoration of authoritarian rule in Russia 
in ways that attracted, or at least did not diminish, the support of Western 
governments. For instance, after 9/11, Putin adroitly placed the Chechen 
issue in the context of the global war on terrorism, thereby for all practical 
purposes dissipating American criticism.23  

Putin also knew how to time his policies with America‘s electoral 

cycles. It is hardly a coincidence that Moscow‘s first bout of arm-twisting 
on Georgia, in early 2001, featuring the cutting of energy supplies and the 
introduction of a discriminatory visa regime, occurred precisely when 
world attention was concentrated on the hung presidential election in the 
United States. (In 2008 Putin would capitalize on the lame duck status of 
President George W. Bush by invading Georgia.)  

Some believe that a newly deft Russian touch was also on display in 
Armenia in the fall of 1999, when the killing of Prime Minister Vazgen 
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Sarkissian and seven other people inside the Armenian Parliament brought 
a halt to the peace process between Armenia and Azerbaijan and made 
Robert Kocharyan the sole power broker in Armenian politics. As dis-
cussed in chapter 6 of this volume, no evidence of Russian involvement has 
been found, yet the suspicion on the part of regional observers of Russian 
involvement was only heightened by revelations to that effect by former 
Russian intelligence officer Aleksandr Litvinenko, who was himself mur-
dered by the Russian intelligence services in London in 2006 (see chapter 
7). 

Following its setback in Chechnya, Moscow embarked on a new offen-
sive in the South Caucasus, focusing especially on Georgia. There were 
vociferous Russian allegations that both Azerbaijan and Georgia supported 
Chechen separatists, including claims that a thousand Taliban fighters had 
crossed Azerbaijani and Georgian territory to get to Chechnya. Nothing to 
corroborate this charge was ever produced, but Moscow followed up its 
allegations by gradually increasing its pressure on Georgia, with a mix of 
economic and subversive levers that were to get ever harsher, especially 
following the 2003 Rose Revolution. In 2006, for example, Russian energy 
supplies to Georgia were cut just at the time of the Russian-Ukrainian 
energy crisis after mysterious explosions on Russian territory destroyed the 
pipelines and power lines carrying gas and electricity to Georgia. Even 
more serious was the increasingly unabashed Russian support for Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia. Moscow began to extend Russian citizenship illegally to 
the residents of the two separatist regions, then started claiming a right to 
defend the interests of Russian citizens abroad, a theme that would be the 
main pretext for Russia‘s invasion in 2008. Moscow also staffed the gov-
ernments in Abkhazia and South Ossetia with active-duty Russian security 
service personnel. 

Russian foreign policy developed into an increasingly assertive cam-
paign to reassert control over the entire CIS. A key element was the gra-
dual tightening of economic levers, especially energy, as a tool of Russian 
policy. In tandem with Gazprom for natural gas and RAO-UES for electric-
ity, Moscow eventually developed a near monopoly on the transport and 
export of natural gas in the former Soviet Union. This entailed using politi-
cal pressure to acquire long-term deals to buy Central Asian producers‘ 

gas, which Russia would then use to free up export capacity for gas sold to 
Europe. As for electricity, RAO-UES managed to acquire control over 
production as well as distribution of electricity in most CIS countries, often 
using debt-for-asset swaps, in which state debts to Russia would be written 
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off in exchange for controlling stakes in strategic enterprises, including, for 
example, Armenia‘s nuclear power plant.24 

 Moscow‘s thirst for hegemony was exacerbated by the revolutions in 
Georgia and Ukraine, which brought pro-Western forces to power, alarmed 
the Russian leadership into thinking that it was rapidly losing influence, 
and introduced an ideological element into the geopolitics of Eurasia—one 
that Russia sought to manipulate by offering to protect the regime security 
of concerned authoritarian leaders faced with ever stronger Western calls 
for democracy. By 2005, Russia had helped convince Uzbekistan‘s leader-
ship to close a U.S. base in that country at Kharshi-Khanabad.25 In Moldo-
va, Russia continued to support the Transnistrian separatist region, which 
remained outside Moldovan control, while exerting pressure on Ukraine to 
resist strong Western encouragement to impose customs controls on its 
border with Transnistria.26  

The evolution of Russian policy in the former Soviet space, then, has 
been relatively linear. Putin‘s Russia has moved decidedly in a nationalistic 

and neo-imperialist direction, and sought to prevent Western encroachment 
in what it views as its backyard. In the Baltic states and Ukraine, not to 
mention Georgia and Moldova, Russia has used unconventional methods to 
safeguard its interests and prevent the slippage of these countries into what 
Moscow views as a Western sphere of influence. Moscow has blatantly 
interfered in the internal affairs of these countries, taking advantage of their 
economic dependence on Russia and manipulating territorial conflicts to 
undermine their stability, development, and freedom to formulate policy. 
The purpose of the Russian strategy seems obvious: to maintain the depen-
dence of the CIS countries on Russia, and thus make Russia the primary 
and, ideally, sole arbiter of the international politics of Eurasia. In 2008, 
the evolution of Russian foreign policy reached a logical conclusion as 
tensions with Georgia boiled over, and Moscow launched a well-planned 
invasion of the country that led to the Russian occupation of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia. 
  

Azerbaijan and Russia: A Tense Working Relationship 

 
In view of the clear tendencies observable in Russia‘s relationship with the 

countries of the former Soviet space, Azerbaijan stands out as an exception. 
Azerbaijan does not have Russian military installations on its soil, and is 
not a member of the Russian-sponsored Collective Security Treaty Organi-
zation, having withdrawn from what was then the CIS‘s Collective Security 

Treaty in 1999. Baku has not allowed Russia to monopolize its energy 
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assets, and maintains an independent foreign policy line. In spite of this, 
Azerbaijan and Russia have since 1999 experienced a great improvement 
in relations, which runs counter to the experience of other independently 
minded states such as Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine. Indeed, Azerbaijan 
stands out as one of the few CIS countries that managed to have mainly 
cordial relations with Russia without acquiescing in Russian domination of 
their economy, politics, and foreign policy. The contrast with Georgia 
could not be starker, given the price that Tbilisi has paid for its vigorously 
independent foreign policy. Indeed, as one observer put it during Vladimir 
Putin‘s 2006 visit to Baku,  
 

[Russia‘s policy] appears somewhat contradictory. Azerbaijan has been at 

least as pro-Western as Georgia in the last decade and has certainly done 
more than Georgia to break Moscow‘s geostrategic grip on the region. The 

Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, built with U.S. backing and soon to be 
followed by the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline, has vastly increased the 
economic independence of both Azerbaijan and Georgia.27 

 
In fact, Vladimir Putin‘s arrival to power provided the impetus for an im-
provement of relations with Azerbaijan. This development, while seeming-
ly puzzling, actually has several reasons behind it. To begin with, the im-
provement in the bilateral relationship stemmed from the personal rapport 
Putin struck up with Heydar Aliyev. The two leaders seemed to build on a 
common background in the security services. Indeed, both spoke about 
their past in the KGB with pride throughout their presidencies. Aliyev was 
a general in the KGB and Putin a colonel; in this sense, not only did Aliyev 
have a similar background but was Putin‘s superior and senior. In the per-
sonality-focused politics of the former Soviet Union, such issues matter 
very much, and Aliyev knew how to use this to his favor. Indeed, during 
Putin‘s first official visit to Azerbaijan, in January 2001, Aliyev had the 
Russian president visit the Martyr‘s Lane, dedicated to the victims of the 

Soviet Union‘s Black January crackdown of 1990.
28 Yet personal connec-

tions only matter so much, and Russian-Azerbaijani relations have contin-
ued to improve since the coming to power of Ilham Aliyev, which Putin 
strongly endorsed. Thus, several other factors of a more pragmatic nature 
seem also to have been at play. 

Putin‘s ascension to the Russian presidency signaled that the Kremlin 
had adopted a policy based on realpolitik. Moscow identified Georgia as a 
weak state that could be influenced by a variety of factors. By contrast, 
Azerbaijan appeared to be the strongest state in the Caucasus, and hence 
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one where pressure and overt efforts at manipulation would yield little, and 
even be counterproductive. Following the Karabakh war, few levers re-
mained to the Russians in regard to Azerbaijan. Minorities could not easily 
be mobilized, as in Georgia, given Azerbaijan‘s rather harmonious rela-
tions with its (non-Armenian) minorities. Efforts in the early 1990s to stir 
minority discontent had yielded only limited results. The more inclusive 
national concept embraced by the Aliyev government meant that minori-
ties, in spite of some problems, were not a major source of instability. In 
terms of governance, Aliyev in the mid-1990s did what Putin himself 
would do a few years later: rebuild the state and its coercive—as well as 
economic—functions. In contrast with Georgia, where many areas were 
outside state control, corruption was both rampant and anarchic, and gov-
ernment institutions dysfunctional, in Azerbaijan Aliyev managed to re-
store control over the national territory, give corruption a controllable and 
hierarchical structure, and sustain state institutions that were accountable to 
him, if not yet to the people. In sum, Azerbaijan was a functioning state, 
Georgia was not, and therefore the opportunities for mischief were consi-
derably greater in Georgia. In addition, differing social structures mattered. 
A culture of individualism and resistance to authority made Georgia, ironi-
cally, more susceptible to outside interference than Azerbaijan, with its 
tradition of hierarchical leadership and respect for authority. Consequently, 
it was easier for Aliyev to maintain control of society, and to install a func-
tioning and loyal intelligence service, something Eduard Shevardnadze 
never succeeded in doing. Finally, in economic terms Azerbaijan was also 
ahead of Georgia, as the structural reforms of the mid-1990s had paid off 
and investments in the oil industry had allowed the government to gradual-
ly improve living conditions and the infrastructural base. Following the 
Rose Revolution, the ideological element also amplified the differences. 
Mikheil Saakashvili‘s democratic credentials only strengthened Moscow‘s 

determination to undermine Georgia; Aliyev‘s semi-authoritarianism was 
more amenable to Putin‘s interests. 

Similarities could be found in Moscow‘s relations with the Central Asian 
states, where Putin decided to use charm and carrots instead of sticks. With 
Uzbekistan in particular, Moscow embarked on a campaign to woo the 
country away from the United States, seeking to portray itself as a much 
more reliable partner, one that was in the region for the long haul, unlike 
the United States, whose focus was diverted following the Iraq war and did 
not recover. This policy eventually paid off, after a series of American 
mistakes and general lack of attention with regard to Uzbekistan.29 Con-
cerning Azerbaijan, Putin followed a similar line, trying to capitalize on the 
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cold shoulder Ilham Aliyev had received in the West. Moscow thus as-
sessed Georgia and Azerbaijan differently: Georgia was understood as the 
most vociferously anti-Russian country in the CIS, where there was no 
point seeking to persuade the leadership to ally with Moscow. Azerbaijan 
seemed a different matter entirely, especially given Baku‘s growing dis-
enchantment with the West and, starting in 2008, with Turkey—a disenc-
hantment Moscow sought to capitalize upon in both cases. 

The differing foreign policy styles of Georgia and Azerbaijan were also 
a factor. Where Georgia pursued a frankly confrontational policy toward 
Russia, Azerbaijan‘s policy was light on theatrics but much more concen-
trated on action. This implied that from an emotional perspective, Georgian 
politicians continually irritated Russia by declarative statements and prov-
ocations. Azerbaijan‘s policies were often similar, but discrete, and there-
fore did not attract the ire of Moscow.  

 Another factor was the cultural relationship between Russia and the two 
Caucasian states. For Moscow, it was easier to countenance the indepen-
dent line followed by Azerbaijan, a Muslim country with close links to 
Turkey and Iran. Georgia, on the other hand, being Orthodox Christian, 
was understood to be a state that should look up to Moscow. The feeling 
was not mutual, of course, but this led to a perception in Moscow that 
Georgia‘s independence and pro-Western stance were tantamount to trea-
son, whereas Azerbaijan‘s situation was not so perceived. 

Ilham Aliyev‘s focus on trade and economic issues also played a role, 

given the increasing importance of economic interests in Russian foreign 
policy. Indeed, Putin‘s February 2006 visit to Baku was interpreted as a 
shift in the focus of the bilateral relationship toward economic and trade 
issues.30 As a result, relations with Russia have come to include several 
potential issues of economic interest to Azerbaijan. The project to build a 
―North-South Transport Corridor‖ connecting Europe and Russia to Iran 

and the Indian Ocean via Azerbaijan and the Caspian Sea is one of these. 
While the North-South Corridor is clearly a rival project to the proposed 
East-West axis connecting Central Asia to Europe via the South Caucasus, 
the Black Sea, and Turkey, it is not necessarily so for Baku.31 Indeed, with 
Western interest in the East-West corridor waning, opportunities for North-
South trade are increasingly welcomed by Baku: participation in the North-
South Corridor would only enhance Azerbaijan‘s geostrategic position and 
help build its economy. In sum, Azerbaijan found that it could do business 
with Russia, and that the resultant deals did not always come with strings 
attached.  
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Indeed, Russia‘s embrace of Azerbaijan has been such that Ilham Aliyev 
visited Moscow more or less on a yearly basis from 2003 to 2010. Against 
this backdrop, what is significant is not that Azerbaijan‘s relations with 
Russia have improved, but how slight the tilt toward Russia has been in its 
foreign policy. Azerbaijan has kept its distance from Russian positions that 
have been in conflict with those of the West, even at times of relentless 
pressure from Moscow. The most significant instance occurred during the 
Orange Revolution, when Putin vigorously supported the candidacy of 
incumbent prime minister Viktor Yanukovich, then urged all CIS govern-
ments to congratulate Yanukovich on his fraudulent victory in order to 
quickly consolidate some international legitimacy for Putin‘s preferred 

candidate. Several leaders, including Armenian president Kocharyan, ob-
liged. In spite of strong Russian pressure on Baku,32 Ilham Aliyev refused, 
implicitly following the European and American line that the elections 
were illegitimate.33 Four years later, Ilham Aliyev was confronted with an 
even more acute crisis in his immediate vicinity: Russia‘s invasion of 

Georgia. On this occasion, Aliyev had the fortune of finding himself at-
tending the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. He did not return prematurely 
to Baku; nor did he make any statements on the war. His foreign minister, 
Elmar Mamedyarov, pointedly did not officially cancel his vacation. When 
the presidents of Poland, Ukraine, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania appeared 
in Tbilisi on August 12, standing on the steps of the Georgian Parliament in 
a show of support of Georgia and defiance of Russia, Aliyev was not 
present. This suggested that in the years between the Ukrainian crisis and 
the Georgian war, Baku‘s calculus had changed. Baku did not see the 

West‘s partnership as serious enough to risk alienating Moscow; the 
West‘s failure to prevent the war, and its weak response to it, certainly 

strengthened the imperative toward caution on the part of Azerbaijani deci-
sion makers. Nevertheless, that did not mean Azerbaijan abandoned its 
close neighbor and partner, Georgia. The same five presidents who found 
their way to the Georgian capital in the middle of a war did so by landing 
in Gandja, site of the closest airport to the Georgian capital, whose own 
airport was not operational. This clearly would not have happened without 
presidential approval.  

 
Russia and Karabakh 

 
A central issue in Azerbaijan‘s relationship with Russia is Moscow‘s role 

in the Karabakh conflict. Indeed, for most of the 1990s international ex-
perts as well as Azerbaijani representatives viewed Russia as perhaps the 
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single greatest impediment to a resolution of the conflict—while acknowl-
edging Russia‘s centrality to any solution. Azerbaijani representatives even 

lamented Russia‘s position as cochair of the Minsk Group, perhaps under-
standing the necessity of bringing in Russia but simultaneously pointing 
out the absurdity of a mediator that was also in a military alliance with one 
of the parties to the conflict.34 Indeed, as one Azerbaijani observer put it,  
 

Russia has done everything possible to convince Azerbaijan that peace in 
Karabakh will come from the maternal arms of Moscow—and all Azerbai-
jan has to do is return to Russia for protection.… Baku would first have to 
accept that only Russia could guarantee the peace process. Many believe it 
is that attitude that has contributed to what they see as the Armenians‘ rigid 

position.35 
 

The improvement of Russian-Azerbaijani relations after 1999 brought with 
it a seemingly new approach to the conflict in Russian foreign policy. In-
deed, Western diplomats involved in the Minsk Group process noted a 
more constructive attitude on the part of the Russian leadership.36 This was 
one factor that led the U.S. government to invest political capital in the 
failed Key West negotiations of 2001 (see chapter 7). Again in 2006 and in 
2009, it was a sense that Russia was not actively impeding the negotiations 
that led to the investment of American and French political capital in the 
talks. Ahead of the inconclusive talks at Rambouillet in France in 2006 (see 
chapter 7), Russia‘s new approach seemed to conform well with the West-
ern analyses of Russia‘s best interests: with trouble in the North Caucasus 
spreading out of Chechnya, Moscow ought to support the resolution of 
problems in the South Caucasus in order to avoid an unstable and explosive 
situation next door. Likewise in 2009, the West assumed that Moscow 
wanted to improve its international image, and thus concluded that in-
creased support for a resolution to the Karabakh conflict would fulfill that 
purpose.37  

Western diplomats, then, took Moscow‘s protestations of constructive 

engagement at face value. And they were right to do so, since the new 
Russian approach provided perhaps the best chance for an improvement of 
the situation. Yet there was, in truth, little reason to see why Russia‘s real 

ambitions would have changed. To begin with, Moscow‘s constructiveness 

on Karabakh did not fit with the general tendency of Russian policy in 
Russia‘s self-proclaimed ―near abroad,‖ nor with the underlying principles 
of that policy. Indeed, Moscow‘s rhetoric and all of its policies vis-à-vis 
Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, and Central Asia appeared to serve the pur-
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pose of restoring Russia‘s primacy in the post-Soviet space and ensuring 
that no other power, particularly the United States, could challenge Russian 
influence in the area. This led Russia to work ever more relentlessly to 
undermine Georgian stability and prevent a resolution of Georgia‘s terri-
torial conflicts, all as a direct consequence of Tbilisi‘s pro-Western poli-
cies. In this context, a resolution of the Karabakh conflict that involved a 
strong international component would be severely detrimental to that inter-
est. Indeed, if Moscow went to war in Georgia to sustain its sphere of in-
fluence, would not a peace deal in Karabakh counter that very purpose? A 
peace deal would free Armenia of much of its dependence on Russia, and 
would facilitate what Moscow did not want: growing Western—and possi-
bly Turkish—influence in the region. 

But by 2009 the regional calculus had shifted somewhat, thanks in great 
part to Moscow‘s own actions in the region. The war in Georgia sent shock 
waves throughout Europe, whose implications would take several years to 
clarify. Most immediately, the war energized Turkish regional policy, 
which had been dormant for several years, and added impetus to the emerg-
ing Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. Moscow had initially been wary of 
this development, given that warmer relations between Ankara and Yere-
van had the potential to add options to Armenia‘s foreign policy. But grad-
ually, the Russian leadership came to endorse it, for several reasons. First, 
doing so enabled Moscow to portray itself as a constructive force in the 
region following the war in Georgia. Second, the war had led to logistical 
problems for Moscow, which could not apply the full force of economic 
coercion against Georgia without also hurting Armenia. As such, a Tur-
kish-Armenian rapprochement would ease Armenia‘s situation and enable 

Moscow to squeeze Georgia without hurting its ally. (That said, by early 
2010 Turkish officials complained of feeling cheated as Moscow failed to 
live up to promises to support Turkey‘s demand that progress in Karabakh 

talks should be linked to the Turkish-Armenian normalization process38) Of 
much greater consequence, indeed, was that Russian leaders had observed 
the rapid deterioration of Turkish-Azerbaijani relations that the diplomatic 
honeymoon between Ankara and Yerevan had precipitated. From a geopo-
litical perspective, that was at least as significant a development as the 
improvement of Turkish-Armenian relations, and one that Moscow be-
lieved it could capitalize upon. Hence, for the first time in two decades, 
Azerbaijan‘s reorientation from a pro-Western policy to a more Russian-
aligned one seemed a real possibility, at least from Moscow‘s perspective.  

From all these developments emerges the crucial question: under which 
circumstances would Russia support and help implement a peace deal be-
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tween Armenia and Azerbaijan? Clearly, the answer is that Russia would 
support peace in Karabakh only if it were to be the sole, or at least domi-
nant, arbiter of such a deal—that is, if it could be assured that Armenia and 
Azerbaijan would not use the newly found peace to escape Russia‘s orbit 

and consolidate their integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions, especially 
NATO. From Azerbaijan‘s perspective, therefore, nothing has changed in 
twenty years: the price of a beneficial settlement of the Karabakh conflict 
under Moscow‘s leadership remains no less than the independence of 

Azerbaijan. Until the trust between Baku and Moscow reaches entirely 
different levels, Azerbaijan is unlikely to jeopardize its independence as 
part of such a deal. 

 
Energy Games and the Return of Russia 

 
The end of the first decade of the twenty-first century brought an altered 
regional picture in terms of the geopolitics of energy. From an unswerving 
focus on oil in the 1990s, both producer and consumer states shifted their 
attention in the 2000s to natural gas. From Azerbaijan‘s perspective, this 

meant mainly the export of the output from the second phase of develop-
ment of the Shah-Deniz deposit. Baku‘s overarching priority in this regard 

had been to export its natural gas in the same direction as its oil, to the 
West. But the South Caucasus pipeline brought Azerbaijani gas only as far 
as Erzurum, in eastern Turkey. For the small quantities produced during 
Shah-Deniz 1, the first phase of the deposit‘s development, that was not a 

problem. But using Erzurum as the pipeline terminus would be a totally 
inadequate arrangement for Shah-Deniz 2, which on its own would yield 
up to 15 billion cubic meters (bcm) per year of natural gas.39 Therefore, 
further infrastructural development would be needed for the production of 
gas to pick up; indeed, until infrastructure was put in place, Azerbaijan 
would not be able to begin developing the deep-sea gas resources of the 
Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli oil field. In the short term, Baku worked with Tur-
kish officials to build a low-capacity link of about 4 bcm eventual annual 
capacity called the Turkey-Greece-Italy interconnector, inaugurated in 
2007, which was to be expanded to carry up to 8 bcm by 2012.  

Given the inadequacy of what were no more than provisional arrange-
ments (especially in light of Azerbaijan‘s strategic goal of becoming a 

corridor for the movement of eastern Caspian Sea gas to Europe), the main 
focus for the long run was on the Nabucco pipeline, an EU-supported 
project that would connect eastern Turkey to the Austrian gas hub at 
Baumgarten, with an annual capacity of 31 bcm. But, as shown in chapter 
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15 of the present volume, the European Union and the United States failed 
to translate their nominal support for the Nabucco project into concrete 
action, while Turkey failed to offer Azerbaijan a transparent and commer-
cial transit agreement. As a result, by 2009 the lack of progress on the Na-
bucco pipeline project had forced Azerbaijan and its partner companies—

BP and Statoil—to delay the development of Shah-Deniz 2. 
 Russia, which had done more than any other party to sow doubts about 

the feasibility of the Nabucco project, was now well placed to move in and 
offer Azerbaijan an alternative. Gazprom‘s chief executive officer, Alexei 

Miller, traveled to Azerbaijan repeatedly in 2008 and 2009, offering to buy 
Azerbaijan‘s entire gas production at European netback prices, minus the 
cost of transportation. (The netback price is the price a commodity could 
receive in its refined, marketable form or forms, minus processing costs.) 
At a time when Turkey was seeking a continuation of a deal that allowed it 
to buy Azerbaijani gas at US$120 per thousand cubic meters (a price that 
was not only less than half of what it was paying for Russian gas, but less 
than half of what Azerbaijan would receive from Russia), Miller‘s proposal 

became increasingly appealing to Azerbaijani decision makers even before 
the deterioration of Turkish-Azerbaijani relations in 2009. 

By early 2010, Baku had agreed to reverse the gas pipeline connecting 
Azerbaijan to Russia, thus laying the groundwork for Azerbaijani gas ex-
ports to Russia. Nevertheless, Baku agreed only to sell Russia 0.5 bcm per 
year (and eventually up to 1 bcm) of the State Oil Company‘s own gas, not 

gas from Shah-Deniz. Even as Azerbaijani frustration with Turkey and the 
West reached new heights, the leadership in Baku remained unwilling to 
fall into the Russian ―trap.‖ This wariness is perhaps best illustrated by the 
argument made by high-level officials in late 2009 that Azerbaijan could 
sell its gas to Iran or even China.40 Indeed, Azerbaijani president Aliyev 
told Western oil company officials in 2010 that the gas would either be 
sold to the West or kept in the ground.41 

Even though Azerbaijan‘s leadership grew increasingly alienated from 

Turkey and the West during 2008–10, Moscow‘s efforts to seize the oppor-
tunity to ―flip‖ a Western ally (as it had done with Uzbekistan in 2006) 

bore little fruit. Russia‘s flirtations on both the Karabakh issue and energy 

exports notwithstanding, there was no major shift on Baku‘s part. The two 

leading tenets of Azerbaijani foreign policy remained firmly in place: first, 
maintain a strong focus on the country‘s national interests; and second 

(here the contrast with Uzbekistan was particularly sharp), always proceed 
with caution and avoid rash action.  



358     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

 
Conclusions: Russia’s Reluctant Adaptation to Reality 

 
As the largest and most powerful country in Azerbaijan‘s vicinity, Russia 

will remain indefinitely at the forefront of Baku‘s foreign policy considera-
tions. Russia‘s looming presence in the Caucasus also means that Azerbai-
jan will continue to be strongly affected by the state of Russia‘s relations 

with the West. If Russia and the West are on good terms, this facilitates 
Azerbaijan‘s efforts to pursue a policy of integration with the West while 

maintaining good relations with its giant neighbor. But trouble in Russia‘s 

relations with the West creates the prospect of a squeeze on Azerbaijan and 
the crimping of its ability to formulate its own foreign policy. Hence, when 
the Putin administration sought to attract Azerbaijan instead of pressuring 
it, in the course of Russia‘s attempts to restore its influence in the Cauca-
sus, this tactic was to a great extent related to the difficulties in Azerbai-
jan‘s relations with the West.  

The core of the problem, of course, is that Russia has not fundamentally 
consented to the loss of empire. Since 1991, Russian regional policies have 
consisted of what Dmitri Trenin calls a ―reluctant adaptation to the reality‖ 

of the independence of the former Soviet Union‘s republics and Russia‘s 

gradual loss of influence in the region. This reluctance has taken rather 
serious forms, as illustrated by Russia‘s meddling in internal conflicts, 

interference in the domestic affairs of the regional states, and use of eco-
nomic leverage to pressure other states to follow its foreign policy priori-
ties. Russia‘s neo-imperial tendency is clearly understood in Baku, but its 
implications are less obvious. Indeed, even as Azerbaijan seeks to escape 
Russian domination and consolidate its true independence, Georgia‘s tra-
vails must be a chilling reminder of the cost of confronting Russia. All the 
same, Azerbaijani leaders understand that Russian pressure on Georgia is 
only part of a larger agenda of undermining the independence of all states 
in the region, Azerbaijan included.  

Azerbaijan will likely continue to walk a fine line, seeking to maximize 
its independence while avoiding unnecessary confrontations with Russia. 
In doing so, Azerbaijan is dependent on the policies of other major powers 
to which it looks for alliance and support. Among these, Turkey and the 
United States are inescapably the most prominent—the fitfulness of rela-
tions between the government in Baku and its counterparts in Ankara and 
Washington notwithstanding. 
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14 
Turkey, Best Neighbor or Big Brother? 

 
 
 
 

When Azerbaijan began developing its foreign relations in the 1990s, the 
nationalism characteristic of a newly independent state pulled it away from 
its erstwhile colonial overlord, Russia. The secular nature of Azerbaijani 
nationalism and the dominance of language in conceptualizing the nation 
meant that independence also did not lead to particularly pro-Iranian feel-
ings. Instead, it was a feeling of kinship with Turkey that most strongly 
engaged Azerbaijani intellectuals and government officials. This feeling 
that there was a special tie with Turkey proved especially important in the 
first decade of independence, when Azerbaijan was cultivating a sense of 
itself as a state and figuring out its place in the world. However, since the 
second decade of Azerbaijan‘s independence, both Turkey and Azerbaijan 

have changed. Turkey came under the rule of an Islamic conservative party 
that had little enthusiasm for Turkic brotherhood, while Azerbaijan gained 
increasing self-confidence as its independence consolidated and its econo-
my boomed. This naturally affected the relationship between the two coun-
tries, once famously aphorized by Heydar Aliyev, in a 1995 address to the 
Turkish parliament, as ―one nation, two states.‖ Like any pair of siblings, 
Baku and Ankara have found that their pragmatic interests do not always 
comport with the solidarity that might be expected in such a close relation-
ship, notably in key areas such as energy politics and relations with Arme-
nia. The relationship therefore has been continuously redefined, with many 
of the changes driven by the competing appeals of pragmatism and emo-
tion. 
 

A Sense of Brotherhood Awakens  

 
The linguistic proximity of Turkey and Azerbaijan, whose national tongues 
are essentially dialects of a single Western Turkic language, made Baku 
uniquely receptive to societal, economic, and political links with Turkey. 
As Azerbaijanis could understand Turkish with relative ease, the legacy of 
seven decades of Soviet-imposed isolation was relatively easy to over-
come. Wealthier Azerbaijanis found it a simple matter to travel to Turkey 
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and interact with the population, while ordinary Azerbaijanis, even poor 
villagers, soon got hooked up to Turkish television networks, and became 
intimate with Turkey‘s celebrity gossip, soap operas, and soccer league. 

Turkish businesspeople were singularly well positioned to take advantage 
of Azerbaijan‘s opening to the world. They knew the workings of the mar-
ket economy and were accustomed to operating in environments riddled 
with corruption and complicated regulations; and of course, they also spoke 
the language. It therefore came naturally to many large international firms 
to use their Istanbul offices as stepping-stones to the establishment of oper-
ations in Azerbaijan, as well as the rest of the Caucasus region.  

As the 1990s progressed, Turkish businesspeople swarmed into Baku, 
taking full advantage of this unique opportunity. With truckers from Tur-
key becoming an increasingly common sight on Azerbaijan‘s highways, 

the Turkish commercial presence was not limited to the capital city. Azer-
baijanis‘ conversancy with Turkey‘s language and popular culture also 
grew more and more widespread. Turkey was playing an exceptionally 
important role in the development of contemporary Azerbaijan, and 
seemed likely to continue to do so regardless of how the political winds 
blew. 

Turkey‘s societal model was also one that appealed not only to most 

Azerbaijani leaders but to the Azerbaijani people in general. The Turkey 
created by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was neither the Soviet Union nor Iran: it 
was staunchly secular, seeking to keep religion out of politics and to reduce 
its influence on the public sphere. But the Turkey of Atatürk was never 
atheist, and did not interfere in private religious matters as long as they 
stayed private. Turkey, moreover, had evolved into a modern and increa-
singly democratic society with close ties to Europe, which seemed a work-
able model for Azerbaijan that provided hope of integration with the most 
advanced countries of the world. 

 A fortunate development for these hopes was Turkey‘s development in-
to Azerbaijan‘s most important supporter. After some early doubts about 

which side to take, Turkey took a stand just as the war between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan over Mountainous Karabakh escalated. Though the Turkish 
government refrained from direct intervention, it became Azerbaijan‘s 

staunchest backer in the international arena, especially during the presiden-
cy of Suleyman Demirel (1993–2000). Turkey initiated what has become a 
long-term training commitment to the Azerbaijani military, and protesta-
tions of brotherhood and indivisibility were repeatedly made by both sides. 
Two instances are particularly memorable. One occurred during President 
Heydar Aliyev‘s speech to the Turkish Parliament in 1995, when he coined 
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the phrase expression ―one nation, two states‖ to characterize his nation‘s 

relationship with Turkey. The second was during a summer 2001 visit to 
Baku by the Turkish chief of staff, General Hüseyin Kıvrıkoğlu. Speaking 
in the context of a tense period in relations between Azerbaijan and Iran, 
General Kıvrıkoğlu declared that ―Azerbaijan‘s and Turkey‘s skies are one 

common sky.‖  
For all that ties them together, there are also differences between Turkey 

and Azerbaijan, which stem from their differences in size and historical 
experience. Perhaps the main point of friction is the widespread perception 
in Azerbaijan that Turkey regards itself as a ―big brother‖ to the much 

smaller Azerbaijan. Azerbaijanis in general react very negatively to this 
perceived attitude of superiority, which is attributed in part to Turkey‘s 

long history as the seat of the Ottoman Empire. For their part, Azerbaijanis 
perceive their society as more advanced in many ways than Turkey‘s. For 

example, Azerbaijan‘s rates of literacy and secondary education are consi-
derably higher than Turkey‘s, and certain Western cultural traditions intro-
duced by the Russian Empire, such as classical music, opera, and theater, 
are more highly developed. The growing domination of Baku‘s small and 

medium-level business activity by Turkish entrepreneurs has also generat-
ed some resentment, which was already palpable as early as the end of the 
first decade of independence.  

Meanwhile, the increasingly confessional tone of Turkish society and 
politics has, in turn, affected Turkish perceptions of Azerbaijan. Indeed, the 
importance accorded to Azerbaijan varies greatly among Turkey‘s political 

forces, among which three basic groups can be distinguished. The first is 
the thoroughly Westernized elite, which perceives itself as European and 
sees Turkey as part of the West. While this group has nothing against 
Azerbaijan per se, it views the Turkic nations of the East—much as it does 
the Middle East—as mere distractions from Turkey‘s main ambition, to 

become part of the West. This secular stratum, relatively important in the 
1990s, has since been gradually marginalized—while growing increasingly 
anti-Western.  

The second group is the secular center-right, for which the country‘s 

Turkish identity is very important. To varying degrees, this group espouses 
some form of nationalism, and therefore feels strong cultural affinities with 
Azerbaijan and other Turkic nations. For this large segment of society, 
including the political class, it is natural for Turkey to keep close ties with 
Azerbaijan and actively support its interests and its independence. The 
secular center-right dominated Turkish politics in the 1990s, with Suley-
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man Demirel as its main representative, but was then pushed aside some-
what by the rise of the Islamic conservative movement.  

The third group consists of the Islamic conservatives. For them, religious 
identity is more important than ethnicity or nationality; their most compel-
ling association is with the umma (the greater Muslim community), not 
with other Turks or Turkic speakers. Moreover, Islamic-minded Turks tend 
to view Muslims from the former Soviet Union with suspicion, perceiving 
their faith as corrupted by Soviet atheism and Russian rule. The less abste-
mious attitude toward alcohol and pork attributed to Muslims from the 
former Soviet space is pointed out in support of this charge. The domin-
ance of Sunni Islam among Turkey‘s Islamic conservatives compounds 
their skepticism toward the Muslims of Azerbaijan, most of whom are 
Shia. Turkey‘s Islamic conservatives consequently have displayed little 
interest in Azerbaijan or other Turkic republics save for proselytizing ef-
forts—mainly by the modernist Islamic community of Turkish preacher 
Fethullah Gülen—and have been much more consumed with developing 
Turkey‘s ties to the Islamic Middle East. At times when Islamic conserva-
tives have dominated Turkish politics—as during 1996–97 and again start-
ing in 2002—this perspective led to a downgrading of the importance at-
tached to Azerbaijan. During 2008–09, this had dramatic implications for 
bilateral relations, when the Turkish government moved ahead with an 
attempt to normalize relations with Armenia (see ―The Armenia Border 

Issue,‖ below). 
 

From Neglect to Euphoria: The Early 1990s 

 
At the time of the Soviet Union‘s collapse in 1991, both the Turkish gov-
ernment and Turkish society had spent seven decades in isolation from the 
Turkish people‘s ethnic ―cousins‖ in Azerbaijan and Central Asia. On Tur-
key‘s part, this extended separation contributed to an early neglect and 

ignorance of these two areas to its east, which had a significant influence 
on Turkish policy in the region, especially toward Azerbaijan. First, the 
poor understanding of the region led to an ill-conceived euphoria regarding 
future Turkic unity, which had as its backdrop the 1989 rejection of Tur-
key‘s request for admission to the European Community. The Karabakh 

conflict and Turkey‘s inability to influence the course of the war soon 
enough shattered this euphoria.  
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Turkish Policy in the Soviet Era 

 
Except for a few short periods, the Ottoman Empire (ca. 1300–1922) sel-
dom controlled the territory of present-day Azerbaijan. Yet the early Tur-
kish nationalist thinking that eventuated in the founding of the Turkish 
republic did ascribe significant importance to Azerbaijan. Atatürk himself 
reportedly stated that ―Azerbaijan‘s joy is our joy and Azerbaijan‘s sorrow 

is our sorrow.‖
1 As discussed in chapter 1 of the present volume, the Otto-

man push to the Caucasus in 1917 and 1918, as the empire was dying, was 
crucial to the establishment of Azerbaijan‘s initial effort at representative 

government, the First Republic of 1918–20.  
But in opposition to Enver Pasha‘s dreams of empire in Asia, the Repub-

lic of Turkey, created in 1923, abstained totally from rekindling this surge 
to the East, even though Turkish nationalism was one of the six principles 
of the Kemalist ideology. Atatürk‘s brand of nationalism was neither ethni-
cally based, exclusivist, nor aggressive. Rather, it was an inclusive civic 
variant whose principal function was to forge a new nation within the bor-
ders of a multi-ethnic Turkish republic. Concomitant with the project of 
putting a civic stamp on Turkish nationalism, Turkey‘s foreign policy was 

guided by Atatürk‘s maxim ―Yurtta Sulh, Cihanda Sulh‖ (Peace at home, 
peace in the world). In practice, this made Turkey an inward-looking coun-
try, and it gave up all plans to expand its influence in its eastern neighbor-
hood.  

With the exception of right-wing nationalists and émigré organizations 
of Caucasian or Central Asian peoples, and small groups of scholars, Tur-
key effectively forgot its linguistic and ethnic cousins. This was all the 
more remarkable given the emphasis placed by the republic‘s historio-
graphers on the Central Asian roots of Turkish civilization. An important 
factor in this lapse of historical memory was Bolshevik Russia‘s role as an 

ally against the imperialist powers during Atatürk‘s war for the liberation 

of Turkey. Beyond sharing enemies, the new governments in Ankara and 
Moscow were brought closer by being revolutionary forces that had top-
pled their respective anciens régimes, and by being internationally isolated.  

The cordial Kemalist-Bolshevik relations of the early 1920s would have 
repercussions much later, in helping to shape the post-Soviet Caucasus. 
Indeed, the Soviet territorial delimitation in the South Caucasus was under-
taken with some regard to Turkish interests—the primary example being 
the overt guarantor status over Nakhichevan granted to Turkey. Moreover, 
concern for Turkey may have been a factor in the Soviet decision to con-
sign Karabakh to Azerbaijan after it became a Soviet republic. Turkish-
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Soviet relations remained cordial on the surface until World War II, but the 
Soviet Union then became a distinct threat to Turkey, given Soviet claims 
to a right to control the Bosporus and the Dardanelles—a direct cause of 
Turkey‘s decision to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.2 In sub-
sequent decades, Turkey‘s NATO membership prevented Ankara from 

formulating an independent foreign policy with regard to the Soviet Union, 
and caused it to allocate little time, effort, or resources to pursuing an ac-
tive policy toward the Turkic peoples of the Soviet Union. The disastrous 
experience of 1918 was a contributing reason for this. As Mustafa Aydın 

has written, 
 
Ever since the establishment of the Turkish nation-state…the Republican 

leaders, conscious of the dangers of any kind of pan-Turkish adventures 
such as had characterized the policies of the last days of the Ottoman 
empire, had been quite consistently categorical in their denial to express 
any interest in the so-called ―outside Turks,‖ especially those within the 

Soviet Union.3 
 

A singular ignorance thus developed, even among informed circles in Tur-
key, regarding the culture, language, and history of the Turkic peoples of 
Central Asia and the Caucasus. For instance, in the early 1990s many 
Turks thought that the Chechens and Abkhaz—who did have large diaspo-
ras in Turkey—were Turkic peoples, only to learn that these two ethnic 
groups understood hardly a word of Turkish. Likewise, many Turks were 
surprised to find out that the kindred Kazakh and Kyrgyz languages were 
not readily comprehensible to Turkish-speakers.  

Exceptions existed, though: right-wing nationalists kept up an interest in 
the Turkic world, as did some on the center-right. It is no coincidence that 
Süleyman Demirel, a constant advocate of an active Turkish policy in the 
region in the 1990s, visited Tashkent and Baku in 1967. He was reportedly 
warmly greeted by crowds that had obviously not forgotten their Turkic 
origins.4 Nevertheless, when the Soviet Union started falling apart in the 
early 1990s, the ―complete indifference [to] Turkic heritage in the Soviet 
Union‖

5 on the part of Turkish policymakers led them to confront a situa-
tion they were unprepared to handle. Particularly illustrative is President 
Turgut Özal‘s 1989 reply to an American journalist asking him what Tur-
key‘s stance was toward the Karabakh dispute. His answer, which came 
back to haunt him repeatedly, was that being Shiite Muslims, the Azerbai-
janis were ―closer to Iran than to us.‖

6 More than a clumsy remark, the 
comment implied that religious affiliation was more important than ethno-
linguistic ties, and demonstrated Özal‘s own penchant toward religion as a 
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source of identity. But most of all, it showed the mental distance between 
Turkey and the developments in the Caucasus in the late Soviet period. 
Given its entrenched stance (a consequence of its NATO membership) in 
regard to the Cold War, Ankara was until very late 1991 reluctant to aban-
don its strategy of dealing with the Soviet Union as if it were a unified 
whole. 
 

A Sudden, Brief Euphoria: 1991–93  

 
When everything in Moscow came tumbling down, Turkish foreign policy 
in a very short time underwent a spectacular change. Turkey had built its 
geopolitical place in the world on its role in the Cold War; the end of the 
Cold War led to fears that Turkey‘s importance to the West was disappear-
ing. Ankara also saw its traditional role in regional politics withering away. 
It needed to find itself a new role if it wanted to remain relevant both inter-
nationally and regionally. Several reasons converged—both internal and 
external—to make Ankara opt for an embrace of the newly independent 
Turkic states of the former Soviet Union, Azerbaijan in particular. 

Baskın Oran has argued that the primary external factor that ―pushed 

Turkey towards these new countries‖ was the United States, which saw 

Turkey as a model for these freshly independent Muslim states, and a coun-
terforce to the spread of Iranian influence in the region.7 Influence in the 
new states of Eurasia was also a way to regain the strategic importance 
Turkey had enjoyed during the Cold War. The internal dynamics had eco-
nomic, political, and psychological elements. The new states of Eurasia 
presented a new market for Turkish exports, as well as new sources of 
energy. Politically, following the European Community‘s rejection of Tur-
key‘s application for membership in 1989, some in Ankara saw a possible 

new role as the leader of a Turkic community of states. Internally, the 
right-wing nationalist political movement, which regularly polls around 10 
percent of the vote (and has been growing recently) was very active in 
pressuring the center-right government to pursue a more active policy. An 
additional factor was the Caucasian diaspora populations, which numbered 
some eight to ten million people and were represented at high levels of 
government, with considerable clout on state policy. Finally, an important 
psychological element of the time was the feeling of isolation in Turkey at 
the end of the Cold War. The discovery of a possible new community of 
friendly nations, with which Turkey had ties of kinship, created excitement 
at both the popular and elite levels, and had significant consequences for 
policymaking.  



366     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

As Turkic leaders from the former Soviet Union began arriving in Anka-
ra with requests for assistance in late 1991, many Turkish policymakers 
became euphoric. Prime Minister Demirel declared in February 1992 that a 
―gigantic Turkish world‖ was being created, from the Adriatic Sea to the 

Great Wall of China.8 Turkish dreams of the twenty-first century being a 
―century of the Turks‖ were also entertained by President Nursultan Na-
zarbayev of Kazakhstan.9 Indeed, to a certain degree the leaders of the 
Turkic states—not least Azerbaijani president Abulfez Elçibey—initially 
echoed pan-Turkic sentiments. But in its euphoria, Turkey tended to take 
on the role of an older brother: despite Turkish assurances that cooperation 
would be on an ―equal basis,‖ the attitude of many Turkish policymakers 

hinted otherwise. In late 1993, Ambassador Umut Arik, head of Turkey‘s 

Agency for International Development, told students of Ankara‘s Middle 

East Technical University that ―the languages of the Turkic peoples of the 

east are not sufficient to be state languages; they must be replaced with 
Istanbul Turkish.‖

10 The reactions of the Azerbaijani students present at the 
occasion can easily be imagined.  

To Turkey, Azerbaijan was from the outset the most important country 
in the South Caucasus, and the Turkish government recognized Azerbaijan 
several weeks before it recognized the other newly independent states in 
the region. Azerbaijan was both geographically and culturally the closest of 
the Turkic republics. Strategically, it was the only Caucasus state on the 
Caspian Sea, and was thereby crucial to Turkish access to Central Asia; 
Azerbaijan also had substantial energy reserves. As outlined by Süha 
Bölükbaşı, Turkey‘s policy toward Azerbaijan was guided by five priori-
ties: support for Azerbaijan‘s independence; support for Azerbaijan‘s sove-
reignty over Karabakh; a desire to prevent or limit a Russian return to the 
South Caucasus; participation in Azerbaijani oil production and the export 
of Azerbaijani oil through Turkey; and preservation of a friendly, though 
not necessarily pan-Turkist, government in Baku.11 

Even though Turkey became the first state to recognize Azerbaijan‘s in-
dependence, on November 9, 1991, relations were slow to develop until the 
forced resignation of Azerbaijani president Ayaz Mutalibov in spring 1992. 
Mutalibov had been decidedly cautious in building ties to Turkey. When 
Abulfez Elçibey came to power, his fancy for the ―Turkish model‖ of go-
vernance, his militant secularism, and his strongly anti-Iranian views may 
have aligned well with what many leading Turks privately believed. But 
Elçibey‘s erratic style did not align with the traditional cautiousness of 
Turkish foreign policy. Indeed, Elçibey was a bit too pan-Turkic even for 
Ankara‘s taste, and certainly too indiscreet a pan-Turkist. Elçibey‘s lack of 



TURKEY, BEST NEIGHBOR OR BIG BROTHER?    367 

 

political tact caused influential circles in Turkey to see him as a destabiliz-
ing factor, unfit to govern, as well as an impediment to Turkey‘s regional 

objectives. For his part, Prime Minister Demirel had a much warmer rela-
tionship with Heydar Aliyev, still in Nakhichevan at the time, than with 
Elçibey. By contrast, the nationalist faction in Turkey vigorously supported 
Elçibey even long after his forced retirement, and came to despise the more 
pragmatic Aliyev. When the Elçibey government was ousted in June 1993, 
this development was seen on the surface as a Turkish loss and a Russian 
gain. Observers in both Turkey and the West detected an inability on Anka-
ra‘s part to keep a friendly regime in power. In Turkey itself, Elçibey‘s fall 

was interpreted by some to mean the end of the Turkish model.12 Though 
the episode did reaffirm Russia‘s ability to interfere in the internal affairs 
of the Caucasian states, Turkey was actually intimately involved in bring-
ing Aliyev to power. As Thomas Goltz has shown, the situation in Azerbai-
jan had deteriorated so much by early 1993 that Ankara ―started looking 

out for alternative horses to back.‖
13 To Demirel, that meant his friend 

Heydar Aliyev. As Goltz has related, Demirel on three occasions in the 
spring of 1993 pushed Aliyev to assume a more active role in propping up 
the Elçibey regime. Aliyev refused to be associated with the government, 
but in June, Demirel prompted Elçibey to ask Aliyev to come to Baku. In 
this sense, Ankara played a crucial role in thwarting Moscow‘s plan to put 

insurgent commander Surat Huseynov in power in Elçibey‘s place. 
Unlike Elçibey, who gave principled priority to Turkey, Aliyev played 

the Turkish card whenever it suited his purposes, but showed that he could 
also turn his back on Ankara if necessary. In September 1993 he annulled 
many agreements that had been signed between Elçibey‘s government and 

Turkey, ordered Turkish nationals to seek visas before entering Azerbaijan, 
and dismissed 1,600 Turkish military advisers serving in the country.14 Yet 
only a year later, when his domestic position was consolidated, Aliyev 
again courted Ankara and expressed his confidence in the brotherhood 
between the two countries. Aliyev, hence, saw Turkey as one of Azerbai-
jan‘s partners, not as its sole partner. He purposefully broadened Azerbai-
jan‘s links with the West as well as the Muslim world, focusing on estab-
lishing better relations with the United States and Iran, but also countries 
such as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.15  

For Turkey, the replacement of Elçibey with Aliyev meant a less de-
voted but more pragmatic regime in Baku. Aliyev also made a point of 
showing that the relationship was a two-way street: it was not only Azer-
baijan that needed Turkey; Turkey also needed Azerbaijan. From a relative 
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position of strength, then, Aliyev could address the Turkish Parliament in 
1995 and state that ―we are one nation but two states.‖  

 

Karabakh: Turkey’s Wake-Up Call 

 
By 1994, Turkey was waking up from its Turkic euphoria. More than any-
thing else, the Karabakh conflict (and Turkey‘s inability to affect its 

course) punctured dreams of a dominant Turkic role in the region. 
 

Turkish Policies on Karabakh 

 
Whatever assistance programs Turkey set up for Azerbaijan in the early 
1990s, these efforts paled in comparison with the importance of Turkey‘s 

role in the Karabakh conflict, which more than anything determined Azer-
baijani views on Turkey. Initially, Ankara tried to present itself as a media-
tor between the parties. Although Armenia was wary of Turkish involve-
ment from the beginning, it did not immediately denounce Ankara‘s ef-
forts. Hence, Turkish diplomats, especially foreign minister Hikmet Çetin, 
embarked on several rounds of shuttle diplomacy in the region and among 
several European capitals.16 Turkey helped bring the issue to the agenda of 
the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe.17 Furthermore, 
Çetin used Turkish connections in the West to try to bring the conflict to 
the attention of Western governments, notably by personally telephoning 
U.S. secretary of state James Baker regarding the issue.18 Demirel defended 
the cautious policy by arguing that there was no legal basis for a Turkish 
intervention, and that in any case Azerbaijan had not asked for it.19 

The Turkish attempt at mediation was not destined to last long. After the 
Khojaly massacre of Azerbaijani civilians, large anti-Armenian demonstra-
tions were held in Turkey, with tens of thousands of people demonstrating 
in favor of a military intervention on Azerbaijan‘s behalf. The Turkish 

government could not disregard these public demands, and most Turkish 
leaders had feelings of solidarity with Azerbaijan. Turgut Özal himself on 
several occasions stated that the Armenians should be ―frightened a lit-
tle,‖

20 sending shock waves through Armenia and the Armenian diaspora, 
and enabling both to accuse Turkey, however frivolously, of planning new 
atrocities against Armenians.  

As Armenian military advances on Azerbaijani territory intensified, 
Turkey rapidly adopted a more pro-Azerbaijani stance. The Turkish press 
was filled with criticism of the government‘s mild stance on the Armenian 
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drive, and of Turkey‘s feeble performance in the Caucasus and Central 

Asia compared to its aim of becoming a regional leader.21 
The government also came under heavy opposition criticism for standing 

idly by while the Turkish people‘s Azerbaijani brethren were being massa-
cred. The most visible critic was the head of the Nationalist Movement 
Party, Alparslan Türkeş, who as early as February 1992 had argued for a 
Turkish military intervention, since, he said, ―Turkey cannot stand idly by 
while Azerbaijan‘s territory is being occupied.‖

22 The senior statesmen and 
Democratic Left Party chairman Bülent Ecevit argued that the failure to 
demonstrate unambiguous support for Azerbaijan could undermine Tur-
key‘s prestige in Azerbaijan and Central Asia—which, in hindsight, is 
exactly what happened.23 But the mightiest challenge to the government 
came from the main opposition leader, Mesut Yılmaz. In March 1992, he 
argued for troops to be deployed along the Armenian border and main-
tained that Turkey held a guarantor status over Karabakh.24 On several 
occasions, Yılmaz reiterated his belief that Turkey should deploy troops 

near the Armenian border and Nakhichevan to deter Armenian advances.25  
In March 1992, Demirel‘s government announced that it would inspect 

airplanes headed for Armenia that would be passing over Turkish airspace, 
in an effort to implement an arms embargo.26 Turkey then helped enforce 
Azerbaijan‘s economic embargo on Armenia, refusing to allow aid or trade 
destined for that country to transit Turkish territory. In an interview with 
the Washington Post later in March, Demirel stated that he was under se-
vere pressure to take more decisive action, and did not rule out a Turkish 
military intervention.27 However, there were too many forces constraining 
Turkey from pursuing a truly independent policy on Karabakh. 
 

Constraints on Turkish Policy in the Karabakh Conflict 

 
Despite Turkey‘s overtly pro-Azerbaijani stance during 1992–93, Ankara 
did not supply Baku with anything that could have helped it turn the tide of 
the Karabakh war. Some retired Turkish army officers were sent to help 
train the Azerbaijani army; Armenian sources claim that Turkey provided 
weapons, but if such shipments took place, these weapons were insignifi-
cant, given the readily available Soviet weaponry in the region. Turkey‘s 

policy on Karabakh illustrates the profound restraint exercised by Turkish 
leaders, who very likely would have wished to do much more for Azerbai-
jan. Why, then, did Ankara hold back? It is possible to discern at least sev-
en factors that constrained Ankara in the formulation and implementation 
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of its policy toward Armenia and Azerbaijan in the early days of the fight-
ing. 

First, the doctrine of Kemalism explicitly prohibits military adventurism 
abroad: Turkey is to get involved in a conflict only if it is directly threat-
ened. (The long-standing dispute over Cyprus indeed resulted in a Turkish 
intervention in 1974, which was attributable primarily to Turkey‘s treaty-
based guarantor status in relation to the island). Given that Azerbaijan was 
an independent and sovereign country, Turkey‘s traditional foreign policy 
doctrine held that Ankara should not meddle in the conflict between Azer-
baijan and another independent state. Ankara had a guarantor status regard-
ing Nakhichevan that was similar to its arrangement concerning Cyprus—

and indeed, Armenia avoided targeting Nakhichevan. 
Second, a domestic balance between opposing opinions neutralized any 

impulse toward strong action. A clear divide emerged between elected 
officials and political appointees, on the one hand, and the career military 
and civil service establishment, on the other.28 As politicians in govern-
ment as well as the opposition outbid one other in expressing pro-
Azerbaijani statements, the establishment was not about to let elected lead-
ers drag the country into a war in the Caucasus. It is hence doubtful wheth-
er the military would have followed orders of direct intervention, had these 
been given. 

Third, Turkey‘s freedom to act was tightly limited by its ties to the West; 

indeed, this was perhaps its most important constraint. Turkish involve-
ment would have increased the risk of an escalation of the conflict and a 
consequent face-off pitting Turkey against Russia and Iran. Thus, Turkey‘s 

NATO partners were insistent that Turkey rein itself in. In addition, the 
proven influence of the Armenian lobby in the U.S. Congress made a ban 
on U.S. military aid to Turkey seem a realistic consequence of a Turkish 
intervention in Karabakh. Moreover, an intervention would likely under-
mine Turkey‘s case for EU membership, one of its most ardently sought 
international objectives. 

The fourth factor was Russia. Every time Turkey signaled its intention to 
increase its involvement in Karabakh, Moscow responded promptly. An 
illustrating example of this occurred in April 1993, when Armenian forces 
seized Kelbajar Province (see chapter 4). When President Özal denounced 
Russia for supporting the Armenians and announced that Turkey would 
provide Azerbaijan with arms,29 Russian defense minister Pavel Grachev 
warned Ankara in rather undiplomatic terms to stay out of Azerbaijan.30 If 
Turkish policymakers had thought Russia was weakened by the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, some rethinking clearly took place in Ankara. In June 
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1994, the chief of staff of the Turkish armed forces, General Doğan Güreş, 
was reported to have said that ―Russia is now posing a greater threat to 

Turkey than it used to during the Cold War.‖
31 Azerbaijan‘s fate was hence 

not dear enough to Ankara to justify jeopardizing Turkey‘s relations with 

Russia.  
Fifth, the legacy of the 1915 massacres of eastern Anatolia‘s Armenian 

population was a powerful disincentive for any intervention against Arme-
nia. The stigma that Armenian communities in the West have succeeded in 
attaching to Turkey made it difficult for Ankara to put action behind its 
verbal support for Azerbaijan. Indeed, Prime Minister Demirel stated in 
early 1993 that a Turkish intervention on Azerbaijan‘s side would only 

result in the whole world getting behind Armenia.32 
Sixth, Turkey in the early 1990s was hardly a harmonious and peaceful 

society: its military was fighting the most vicious and powerful Kurdish 
insurgency in decades, and during 1992–93 the government effectively did 
not control large swaths of southeastern Turkey where the presence of the 
separatist Kurdistan Workers‘ Party (PKK) was particularly strong. The 
situation there improved only in 1995, long after the cease-fire in Kara-
bakh; under such conditions, Turkey could hardly have afforded a second 
military operation in the Caucasus. 

Finally, the international reaction that Turkey faced after invading Cy-
prus in 1974 had imparted a lesson. For thirty years, Cyprus had been a 
persistent irritant in Turkey‘s relations with Europe and the United States. 

Clearly, Ankara feared that any deeper intervention in Karabakh could 
result in a similar situation.  
 

Azerbaijan’s Reaction 

 
Azerbaijan‘s reaction to Turkey‘s measured support was twofold. The 

convoys of humanitarian aid from the West that Ankara, acceding to heavy 
Western pressure, allowed to pass through the otherwise-closed border to 
Armenia triggered a widespread feeling of deceit and betrayal on the 
popular level. If the Azerbaijani people had hoped that Turkey would 
present itself as their country‘s main protector, it soon became clear that 
Turkey lacked both the capacity and the will to assume such a role. Among 
the Azerbaijani leadership, however, there was more of an understanding 
of Turkey‘s constraints. Turkey‘s position as a member of NATO, its own 
turmoil in its Kurdish areas, and Russia‘s resurgence all provided 

understandable reasons why there was little prospect that Turkey would 
support Azerbaijan more actively.33 
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This understanding on the part of the leadership did not mitigate the real-
ity that Turkey lost significant prestige in Azerbaijani eyes and to a certain 
extent began losing its privileged position in the country. Yet Azerbaijan 
was faced with the fact that, for all its shortcomings, Turkey was still the 
only state it could count on as an ally against Armenia. 

 
A More Pragmatic Policy: 1997–2003 

 

Turkey’s Low Point 

 
Turkey‘s post-Karabakh relations with Azerbaijan began with an embar-
rassing coup attempt. As described in chapter 5 of the present volume, the 
1994 action by members of the special-purpose police force known as 
OMON, acting under the direction of Deputy Minister of the Interior Rov-
shan Javadov, set off a crisis in Turkish-Azerbaijani relations when the 
involvement of high-level Turkish figures was uncovered. To this day, the 
Azerbaijani government claims that figures in the Turkish Embassy in 
Baku were involved, as well as high-level intelligence officials. Heydar 
Aliyev repeatedly alleged that the coup makers had been in direct contact 
with Prime Minister Tansu Çiller. The prime minister herself traveled to 
Baku to apologize for the activities of an ―uncontrollable right-wing 
group.‖

34 President Aliyev evidently found Çiller‘s statement unconvinc-
ing; in 1998, he told a Turkish television audience that Çiller was involved 
in the coup.35 This view was supported by a leaked report prepared by the 
Turkish National Intelligence Organization (MIT). The MIT stated that the 
Turkish state minister responsible for relations with other Turkic republics, 
Ayvaz Gökdemir, planned the coup with Çiller‘s approval, but that the 

MIT—and possibly officials at the Turkish Embassy in Baku—informed 
President Demirel, and thus contributed substance to a warning he arranged 
to have sent to Aliyev.36 The exact details of the event have never been 
fully unearthed, but the evidence of high-level Turkish involvement is 
significant.  

This episode rocked relations between Azerbaijan and Turkey to the 
core. It was only the personal relationship between Aliyev and Demirel, 
and the fact that Demirel had warned Aliyev about the coup, that prevented 
a sharp break in Turkish-Azerbaijani relations. But even if relations were 
saved, the events damaged Turkey‘s standing in Azerbaijan even further. 

That high government officials in a brotherly country had staged a coup 
against the Azerbaijani government was a wake-up call to Baku that it 
could truly trust no one. By 1995, Turkish policy toward the Caucasus, and 
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specifically toward Azerbaijan, was hitting a low point. As Mustafa Aydın 
has put it, problems in Turkish policy toward Central Asia and the Cauca-
sus included Turkey‘s ―frequent euphoric pronouncements, empty valor, 
overconfident but miscalculated grand designs, as well as a disorganized 
attempt to carve out a zone of influence in the region.‖

37 
In the wake of the coup debacle, Turkey‘s domestic political affairs were 

likewise descending into disarray. The simmering tension between the 
secularist and Islamist factions grew more intense when the Islamist-
oriented Welfare Party narrowly emerged as the winner in the December 
1995 National Assembly elections. So fragmented were Turkish electoral 
politics that a mere 21 percent of the vote was sufficient to position the 
party to lead a new government. During the Welfare Party‘s brief tenure as 

the senior partner in a coalition government, Turkish foreign policy rapidly 
reoriented itself toward the Middle East. From Baku‘s perspective, Turkey 
was now run by an Islamist prime minister with little regard for Azerbaijan, 
and a foreign minister (Tansu Çiller) whom Heydar Aliyev held responsi-
ble for the 1995 coup attempt. 

Once the Welfare Party was forced out of power in 1997, a thorough-
going reevaluation of Turkish policy toward the South Caucasus gradually 
occurred. By the end of the 1990s, Turkey had built up a position of 
strength in the region, bolstered by its close cooperation with the United 
States on regional matters.  
 

The Return of Geopolitics 

 
Turkey‘s renewed engagement in the South Caucasus took place in spite of 

the country‘s continued domestic instability, and a political vacuum that 

was the result of the self-destruction of the country‘s major political par-
ties. This vacuum allowed the military, the foreign policy establishment, 
and President Demirel to step in to take the lead in determining policy 
toward the Caucasus. By this time, the Turkish military had come around 
to espousing many of former president Özal‘s ideas about international 

relations, in practice if not in name. The General Staff was now advocating 
and driving a more assertive foreign policy, the most important element of 
which was the alliance with Israel. Aside from this alliance, which revolu-
tionized the geopolitics of the Middle East, this renewed assertiveness had 
the effect of suppressing the PKK insurgency in southeastern Turkey and 
forcing Syria and Iran to curtail their support for the Kurds and other sepa-
ratist elements operating inside the country. Turkey began to see itself as a 
regional power in its own right. In spite of having had his own bouts with 
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the military throughout his long career, President Demirel was now acting 
very much in unison with the top brass. Turkey refined its policies toward 
the East, and began to put increasing emphasis on the Caucasus, including 
a bolstered strategic partnership with Georgia. A pragmatic understanding 
of the region developed in Ankara in place of the emphasis on ethnic ties 
that had dominated previously.  

 Ankara saw the South Caucasus in strategic terms, and defined Georgia 
and Azerbaijan as the key countries whose independence needed to be 
supported if Turkey were to project its influence eastward, and if the 
movement of Caspian Sea energy resources through Turkey were to be 
possible. The Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, in particular, was key to the 
region‘s development, and a concrete issue around which multilateral co-
operation among Turkey, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and the United States could 
grow. With Turkey‘s alliance with Israel, there was ample discussion of a 
U.S.-supported Israel-Turkey-Georgia-Azerbaijan axis developing, coun-
tered by a Syria-Iran-Armenia-Russia axis. The geopolitics of the former 
Soviet space were becoming increasingly linked to the Middle East. 

In large part because of diplomatic activity related to the transport of 
Caspian energy resources, the security of the Caucasus became an increa-
singly hot issue in 2001. Iranian pressure on Azerbaijan, possibly with a 
view to preventing the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline from being realized, 
was stepped up in the first half of the year (see chapter 12). Turkey‘s re-
sponse to the July 23 incident in which an Iranian warship forced an Azer-
baijani-flagged research vessel away from a Caspian Sea oil field in waters 
claimed by Azerbaijan (and Iran‘s subsequent violations of Azerbaijani 

airspace) showed very clearly where Turkish foreign policy toward the 
Caucasus was being formulated. Indeed, whereas the Turkish foreign min-
istry stopped at issuing press releases, it was the General Staff that acted, 
by dispatching Chief of General Staff Hüseyin Kıvrıkoğlu and ten fighter 
jets to Baku. Ankara publicly maintained that the visit had nothing to do 
with Iran, and had long been planned to mark the graduation of Azerbaijani 
officers from the Turkish-run military academy in Azerbaijan. Yet the 
implication of the visit was perfectly clear: the Turkish military had 
stepped in with a show of force to counter Iran‘s threats against Azerbaijan. 
In fact, this was the first—and so far only—time that Ankara stepped in to 
put action behind its rhetoric of brotherhood and support for Azerbaijan. 
Footage showing Kıvrıkoğlu‘s deadly serious face as he told Heydar 
Aliyev that Turkey‘s and Azerbaijan‘s skies were one and the same was 

duly noted throughout the region. The complete cessation of aggressive 
Iranian moves against Azerbaijan after Kıvrıkoğlu‘s Baku visit proved the 
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effectiveness of the move. Tehran had challenged Western support for 
Azerbaijan, and Ankara had called the bluff while Europe and the United 
States remained silent. Of course, if Ankaracame out of the episode with 
strengthened prestige, Iran kept one golden nugget: a decade later, the 
disputed field was still untouched by any oil company. In sum, Tehran 
continues to hold future Azerbaijani oil development hostage. 
 

Islamic Conservative Rule and Neglect of the Caucasus 

 

A Period of Regional Disengagement 

 
General Kıvrıkoğlu‘s stalwart stand in Baku notwithstanding, the decade 
that followed his visit could best be characterized by a gradual Turkish 
retreat from the South Caucasus, at least until 2008. Three factors com-
bined to produce this disengagement, which has been described as resulting 
in the ―end of the honeymoon‖ between Turkey and Azerbaijan.

38 The first 
was the financial crisis of 2000–2001, which intensified Turkey‘s focus on 

domestic issues while, in regard to foreign affairs, orienting it more toward 
Europe. The second factor was the election to power of a government led 
by the Justice and Development Party. The third was the end of Suleyman 
Demirel‘s term as president and his replacement by the chairman of the 

Constitutional Court, Ahmet Necdet Sezer. 
The Turkish military‘s stiff stance on Azerbaijan in 2001 was especially 

significant because of the dire straits in which Turkey found itself at the 
time. Between November 2000 and February 2001, the worst financial 
crisis in the country‘s modern history hit Turkey. Large segments of the 

banking sector collapsed, and the Turkish lira lost 40 percent of its value, 
plunging the country into chaos as millions lost the value of their savings. 
The unemployment rate soared.39 These events set off a political crisis, as 
the public ran out of patience with the bickering among Turkish politicians. 
In the November 2002 parliamentary elections, called eighteen months 
early, all of the parties that had been elected to Parliament just three years 
earlier were thrown out, all having failed to cross the 10 percent threshold 
for representation. In effect, the entire Turkish political class was voted 
out. 

The main beneficiary of the parliamentary clean sweep was the Justice 
and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi—AKP), which won 
363 of 550 seats with slightly over 35 of the vote, a disproportional repre-
sentation because only two parties crossed the 10 percent threshold. The 
AKP had been formed when, in the run-up to the elections, Turkey‘s Islam-
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ist political movement split in two. The orthodox core formed the Felicity 
Party, while more progressive and moderate forces led by Istanbul mayor 
Recep Tayyıp Erdoğan and former Welfare Party minister Abdullah Gül 
established the AKP. With its self-proclaimed moderate agenda, the party 
sought to break with the Islamist and authoritarian past; moreover, 
Erdoğan‘s record as a successful manager during his tenure as Istanbul‘s 

mayor made the AKP acceptable to many Turks who would never have 
otherwise considered voting for Islamists. Seeing the writing on the wall, 
many members of the collapsing liberal and conservative secular parties 
rallied to the AKP in advance of the elections, and some were included on 
its list. Despite this broadening, the party remained controlled by a tightly 
knit core group of leaders around Erdoğan, with an affiliation to the 
Nakşibendi [Naqshbandiyya], the largest of the religious brotherhoods in 
Turkey.  

Among other things, Suleyman Demirel‘s retirement also meant the loss 
of statesmanship and vision in Turkish foreign policy. The leadership va-
cuum in foreign policy created by a sequence of coalition governments had 
been filled by Demirel, who used his age, the respect he commanded, and 
his personal relationships with many world leaders, including Heydar 
Aliyev, to put Turkey on the map. Sezer, by contrast, was a lawyer, who 
made a point of doing no more and no less than the constitution prescribed. 
He took few initiatives in foreign policy, and his foreign visits, such as to 
Baku in early 2006, were primarily of symbolic importance. For Azerbai-
jan, the personal link between Demirel and Aliyev had been the corner-
stone of the bilateral relationship. In the absence of such ties, the relation-
ship subsequently suffered. 

The AKP‘s coming to power affected Turkey‘s policies toward the Cau-
casus both directly and indirectly, and mainly to the detriment of the coun-
try‘s interests. The situation was reminiscent of the Welfare Party‘s short 

tenure in power in the mid-1990s. With its roots in a subculture that had 
little interest in Turkic fraternity, the AKP leadership emphasized affilia-
tion on a religious rather than ethnic basis. There was therefore little enthu-
siasm in Ankara for the Caucasus, but there were no major deviations from 
the general outlines of earlier Turkish policies either, other than a some-
what greater emphasis on business relations that mirrored the rise of Tur-
key‘s economy. Complying with recent tradition, Erdoğan made his first 
trip abroad after the election to Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan, 
with his discussions focusing on business and trade development.40  

The new government focused on political and economic reforms, on 
Turkey‘s integration with Europe, and, with gradually increasing intensity, 



TURKEY, BEST NEIGHBOR OR BIG BROTHER?    377 

 

on building relations with the Islamic world. One of the ways in which the 
AKP differed substantially from the anti-European Welfare Party was that 
it gave Turkey its most ardently pro-European government ever—for the 
first three years of its tenure. Unlike political parties of the secularist 
establishment, the AKP did not have the same attachment to the strong 
state of the Kemalist tradition, which, the party believed, was an 
impediment to its reform agenda aimed mainly at opening up religious 
liberties in the country. Moreover, the ironic lesson from the Welfare 
Party‘s time in government was that only integration into the EU could 
reduce the Turkish army‘s role in politics and therefore make it possible to 

pursue Islamic politics in Turkey. The AKP hence set a rapid pace of 
reform that resulted in the onset of negotiations on EU membership in 
2004. For pragmatic reasons, the AKP government focused much of its 
foreign relations on Europe during its first term in power, 2002 to 2007. 
But the AKP also gave increasing attention to the Middle East. This 
particular emphasis had its pragmatic element, but idelogical 
considerations played a large part as well. The U.S. invasion of Iraq took 
place just months after the AKP won power, and was a formative 
experience for the new government, indeed, the dominant regional issue 
during its first term. The issues of national, cultural, and religious identity 
raised by the invasion and subsequent war also enabled the AKP to develop 
its presence in the Middle East in a manner consistent with the party‘s 

political instincts.  
 

Relations with the United States and the Greater Middle East 

 
During the AKP government‘s first term, the gap between Ankara and 

Washington widened, affecting the cooperation between Turkey and the 
United States toward the greater Middle East, as well as the Caucasus. 
Turkish public opinion was strongly opposed to the invasion of Iraq, and, 
despite existing commitments to Washington, the Turkish Parliament failed 
to pass a resolution that would make Turkey a part of the military effort. 
From that point, Turkish-American relations deteriorated sharply. Matters 
were worsened by Turkish fears of a Kurdish state emerging in northern 
Iraq, and by generally accurate Turkish perceptions that the United States 
was reluctant to hit PKK targets in that area. Only when U.S. efforts to 
stabilize Iraq began to bear fruit in 2007 did the United States agree to 
share intelligence with Turkey on a more systematic basis and to allow 
Turkish military operations against the PKK on Iraqi territory. 
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Beyond Iraq, Turkish-American relations soured on account of the 
changes in Turkish society that took place during the tenure of the AKP. 
As Zeyno Baran has shown in a recent study, a key factor was the strong 
realignment of opinions and identities taking place in Turkey.41 In 1999, a 
little over a third (36 percent) of Turks identified as Muslims first; by 2006, 
that segment had grown to almost half (46 percent). Concomitantly, sup-
port for secularism declined. Almost three-quarters (73 percent) of Turks 
agreed that religion should be restricted to the private sphere in 2002; five 
years later, the figure had dropped to just over half (55 percent). Negative 
views of Jews developed in parallel: In 2004, such views were espoused by 
nearly half (49 percent) of those surveyed; more than three quarters (76 
percent) expressed such views in 2008.  

These findings suggest the growing penetration of Turkish society by the 
Islamic conservative worldview, through the growing impact of pro-
Islamic media outlets and the example set by the political leadership. This 
also had foreign policy consequences: primarily, the steep rise of anti-
Americanism, which some government officials endorsed. Paradoxically, 
the widespread perception in secular circles that the West was supporting 
the AKP as an experiment with ―moderate Islam‖ also led to increased 

anti-Americanism among those in opposition to the AKP. As a result, whe-
reas over half of Turks had been favorably disposed toward the United 
States in 2000, by 2007 less than a tenth were so inclined—making Turkey 
the most anti-American country surveyed by polling organizations such as 
Pew or the German Marshall Fundäs Transatlantic Trends. The numbers 
improved, but only marginally, with the accession to the U.S. presidency of 
Barack Obama. The growth of anti-Americanism was mirrored by a gra-
dual rise in favorable ratings for Iran.  

These changing perceptions were paralleled by a shift in Turkish foreign 
policy. Especially during the AKP‘s second term, which began in 2007, 

Prime Minister Erdoğan developed increasingly close ties with the Hamas 
leadership in Gaza, and strongly ratcheted up his anti-Israeli rhetoric. In 
general, Turkey disassociated its foreign policy in the Middle East from 
that of the West. While Turkey was by no means considering leaving 
NATO or abandoning its EU bid, it did move to make its foreign policy 
toward the Middle East independent of Western policies. Thus, Ankara 
showed little interest in supporting Western initiatives with regard to Iran, 
Syria, or Sudan. Indeed, Ankara effectively helped Syria escape from its 
international isolation, became a defender of Iran‘s position on the nuclear 
issue, and developed cordial ties with the rulers of Sudan, explicitly ignor-
ing the violence in Darfur, even embracing the war-crime indicted Suda-
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nese leader Omar Al Bashir. In addition, the AKP government improved its 
relationship with Moscow and joined with Russia in blocking planned 
NATO maneuvers in the Black Sea.42 Ankara‘s ties with Tehran improved 

substantially under the AKP, leading Erdoğan to refer to Iranian president 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as his ―friend.‖
43 This raises the question how 

Ankara would react to a renewed Iranian confrontation with Azerbaijan of 
the type that occurred in 2001. With the AKP in power and enjoying a 
warm relationship with Iran, it seemed highly unlikely that Ankara would 
step in to support Azerbaijan the way it did in 2001. 

Azerbaijan, conversely, was largely supportive of U.S. initiatives. It was 
one of only three Muslim-majority countries (the others being Kazakhstan 
and Albania) to contribute troops to the Iraq operation, and Baku made 
closer ties with Washington a priority in its foreign policy. Thus, the 
changes in Turkey caused much friction between Ankara and Baku. In 
sum, a divergence of worldviews developed between the governments in 
Baku and Ankara, and a growing mental distance emerged between them. 
As a result, Azerbaijani leaders no longer felt kindred to Turkish leaders 
the way they had in the 1990s. Indeed, in terms of lifestyle and worldview, 
the tables had been turned: the Azerbaijani leadership was now effectively 
more ―Western‖ than its Turkish counterpart, whose outlook increasingly 
resembled that commonly found in the capitals of the Middle East. 
 

The Decline of the Turkish-Azerbaijani Relationship 

 
The growing differences of the first decade of the new century prepared the 
ground for a rapid unraveling of Turkish-Azerbaijani relations. The unrave-
ling began when Ankara reactivated its regional role in the aftermath of 
Russia‘s 2008 war against Georgia—but did so with a set of priorities en-
tirely different from those that had characterized Turkish activism in the 
1990s. A combination of the Turkish response to the Georgian war, Tur-
key‘s energy policy, and its rethinking of relations with Armenia all contri-
buted to the imperiling of the alliance that had developed between Turkey 
and Azerbaijan.  
 

The Georgian War 

 
When Russia invaded Georgia, in August 2008, Turkey‘s reaction showed 

the conflicting pressures and instincts guiding its decision making. On the 
one hand, the AKP government paid lip service to Turkey‘s Western 

alignment and the joint projects it has been pursuing with the West for 
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years; but on the other hand, it launched an initiative that explicitly shut out 
the West.  

Following the crisis, the Turkish government did not object when U.S. 
warships, most significantly the flagship of the U.S. Navy‘s Mediterranean 

fleet, the USS Mount Whitney, transited the Turkish straits and entered the 
Black Sea. Though the Montreux Convention did not leave Turkey much 
choice, the absence of resistance to the Mount Whitney‘s presence showed 
that Ankara was sensitive to Western policies and had stood up to Russian 
criticism. Indeed, Moscow imposed sudden and arbitrary restrictions on 
Turkish trade at the time as a warning. Likewise, Turkey was among the 
first countries to provide logistical support and other assistance to Georgia. 
These actions were directly in line with Turkey‘s long-term interests in the 
region, and consistent with policies of the past decade. In fact, Ankara‘s 

main accomplishment in the region had been the realization of the South 
Caucasus energy corridor, which was part and parcel of a plan to make 
Turkey an energy and transportation hub for Europe. Russian policies in 
Georgia were widely interpreted to threaten the future of the energy and 
transportation corridor, and were therefore regarded as a major blow to 
Turkish interests. This strategic picture would logically have provided an 
impetus for a strengthening of the Turkish-American coordination on South 
Caucasus affairs, which was launched in the late 1990s but had been in-
creasingly moribund since the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003. 

When Prime Minister Erdoğan launched a stability initiative for the 
South Caucasus in the middle of the Georgian war, however, the format 
and proposed membership of the initiative raised important questions as to 
Ankara‘s intentions. The initiative included the three Caucasian states, 

Turkey, and Russia—but not the United States, the EU, or Iran. Further-
more, Turkey‘s Western partners were neither consulted not informed 

ahead of the move, and the logic behind this particular membership struc-
ture was never explained. In effect, although a Turkish initiative, such a 
mechanism would create a structure dominated by Russia, with Turkey 
playing a secondary role. Given Russia‘s overt claims to a sphere of inter-
est of its own in the South Caucasus, it was unclear what role Moscow 
would see for Turkey in the region, other than that of a secondary power 
legitimizing Russian dominance. While China had counterbalanced Rus-
sian influence in Central Asia through the Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tions, Turkey did not have enough clout to play a similar role on its own in 
the Caucasus. Instead, the creation of a regional body that had no members 
from the West contradicted the ambitions of Euro-Atlantic integration dear 
to Azerbaijan and Georgia. Therefore, the proposed structure flew in the 
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face of these two states‘ national interests, and both Tbilisi and Baku pri-
vately voiced their concerns regarding the initiative.  

The launch and format of the stability initiative clearly illustrated the 
changes in Ankara‘s perception of its northern and eastern neighborhoods. 
It showed that Russia had gained more and more importance in Turkish 
foreign policy, while that of the West had weakened. In times past, a crisis 
between Russia and the West such as that brought on by the Georgian war 
would have found Turkey standing resolutely with the Western alliance. 
Yet Ankara‘s reaction in 2008 was different: carving out a role for itself in 

coordination with Russia but not with the West, not to mention Azerbaijan.  
Ankara‘s moves put Azerbaijan in a difficult position. While Baku had 

duly noted the growing distance between itself and Ankara, there had not 
yet been any concrete implications for Azerbaijan‘s security or national 

interests. Relations had had their ups and downs in the past, but the Azer-
baijani leadership considered Turkey its most reliable ally. But crises test 
friendships, and the Georgian war was the greatest crisis in the South Cau-
casus since independence. And during this crisis, Ankara‘s behavior rein-
forced, to an alarming extent, the existing Azerbaijani fears over Turkey‘s 

drift.  
 

The Downturn in Energy Cooperation 

 
Trade and energy had always been key elements in the Turkish-Azerbaijani 
relationship. Indeed, the connections among Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tur-
key grew in the 1990s to form the centerpiece of the infrastructure system 
dubbed the ―east-west superhighway‖ (see chapter 9 of the present vo-
lume). The system‘s flagship project, the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, 
had the greatest geopolitical significance. Other important projects in-
cluded the South Caucasus gas pipeline linking Baku and Erzurum, and the 
Kars-Akhalkalaki-Baku rail project. Development of highway infrastruc-
ture alongside these developments completed the picture.  

From the start, energy and transportation relations have had economic, 
strategic, and cultural implications for the bilateral Turkish-Azerbaijani 
relationship. In economic terms, the development of energy and transporta-
tion infrastructure has gradually strengthened trade ties between Turkey 
and Azerbaijan. Turkish truckers and bus drivers, already accustomed to 
traveling long distances across their large home country, have not found it 
difficult to extend their routes to include smaller neighbors such as Azer-
baijan and Georgia. Reasonably good infrastructure and easy border-
crossing procedures have made it all the easier to integrate the Azerbaijani 



382     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

and Georgian economies with the growing Turkish economy, which, be-
cause it is becoming more integrated with the European economy, enables 
the European economic integration of the two South Caucasus states as 
well. As Western business practices take root in Turkey, the integration of 
the Caucasus with Turkey will accelerate the implementation of such prac-
tices in Azerbaijan. As Azerbaijan has become an important potential tran-
sit country for East Caspian resources, its strategic importance to Turkey‘s 

business and political relations with Central Asia has grown as well. Ener-
gy was a key area of cooperation in the 1990s, but in the late 2000s it be-
came an area of discord. This discord focused mainly on the second stage 
of the development of Azerbaijani natural gas exports to and through Tur-
key. Indeed, when phase two of development of the Shah-Deniz oil field 
was poised to get under way, this meant that the South Caucasus pipeline 
needed to be upgraded—just as Turkey was sorting out the conflicting 
objectives underlying its ambition to become an energy hub. Central to that 
ambition is the Nabucco pipeline, the leading project to bring Caspian Sea 
and Middle Eastern gas to Europe via Turkey. The longest stretch of the 
pipeline by far—longer than the segments in all other participating coun-
tries combined—is scheduled to pass through Turkey. Hence, Turkey could 
be termed the key state in the project—as well as the key to any prospects 
for transporting gas from the Caspian to the EU, given the expensive nature 
of alternative routes through the Black Sea. The transit issue has been a 
major complicating factor and sore point in Turkish-Azerbaijani relations, 
with Ankara‘s confusing and changeable demands causing much concern 
in Baku.  

The planning or construction of several energy projects that would re-
quire the involvement of Turkey—not only the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipe-
line but also Iraqi energy projects, a proposed pipeline linking Ceyhan with 
the Black Sea port city of Samsun, and the Nabucco project—boosted Tur-
kish self-confidence and strengthened Turkey‘s chances of becoming an 

energy hub. Yet Turkey‘s own intransigence has, paradoxically, helped 

undermine that very prospect. Turkey has demanded the right to purchase 
15 percent of the gas at discounted prices and to resell the gas that enters its 
territory, and has voiced various claims regarding transit fees. Turkey‘s 

insistence that it continue to benefit from the flow of cheap gas from Azer-
baijan‘s Shah-Deniz field—gas that it acquired at well below market pric-
es, indeed, at levels about a third of what it pays for Russian gas (see chap-
ter 13)—has upset Baku as well as gas-producing companies. 

Turkish policies have been driven by three factors: Turkey‘s need to 

consider both domestic consumption and transit politics, its wish to keep 



TURKEY, BEST NEIGHBOR OR BIG BROTHER?    383 

 

domestic prices low, and its attempts to turn itself into a regional energy 
hub rather than a mere transit country. The first and second issues are ra-
ther straightforward: Turkey‘s large and growing domestic market remains 

heavily dependent on Russian gas. Being the main transit country for alter-
native gas supplies to Europe would be a risky position, given Russia‘s 

history of politically motivated supply interruptions. Thus, Turkish nego-
tiators have sought to acquire rights to divert gas from transit pipelines into 
its domestic market, should the need arise. The main problem has been 
finding the formula and pricing for such a mechanism. 

Turkey‘s hub ambitions are more complex. At times, certain policymak-
ers in Ankara have appeared to toy with the idea of turning Turkey into a 
―second Gazprom‖—by buying gas at low prices at its eastern borders and 
reselling at higher prices on its the western borders—rather than have it 
function as a transit state operating according to market principles and 
European business practices. While obviously bad for producers such as 
Azerbaijan, this idea was ill fated for at least two other reasons. First, under 
such conditions, Western governments and companies would be unwilling 
to make the investments Turkey would need in order to realize these 
projects. Indeed, the corridor through Turkey has become attractive pre-
cisely because it operates under European market conditions, something 
that would change should Turkey turn into a ―gas hub.‖ Second, such Tur-
kish ambitions were effectively killed by Russia‘s decision to offer Caspian 

Sea producers much higher prices than it had set earlier—very much in 
order to undermine Turkey‘s chances of becoming a major transit state. 

More generally, Turkish policymakers have tended to use energy projects 
as bargaining tools before they are actually built, a practice that discourag-
es partners and in fact undermines these very projects, reducing their like-
lihood of being built and thus of Turkey benefiting from them. The low 
point came in February 2009, when Prime Minister Erdoğan made com-
ments at a speech in Brussels that suggested that Turkey‘s support for Na-
bucco and energy issues more generally had become a matter for negotia-
tion in the talks on EU accession.44 

A key problem was that Turkey appeared to lack a coherent strategy un-
til 2009. In reality, Turkey lacked a coordinated energy policy, not to men-
tion a diplomatic strategy linked to energy policy. The leadership of the 
Ministry of Energy, often at odds with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was 
a leading impediment during the tenure of Hilmi Güler as energy minister. 
The appointment of a new minister, Taner Yıldız, in mid-2008 appeared to 
be an improvement. Well versed in energy affairs compared to his prede-
cessor, Yıldız espoused a more realistic view of Turkey‘s role in European 
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energy supplies. In particular, Yıldız regarded as unrealistic the prospect of 

Turkey becoming a gas hub. He favored instead making Turkey a transit 
country, a role that could provide long-term geostrategic benefits.45 Never-
theless, such ideas appeared to continue to be entertained by Prime Minis-
ter Erdoğan. Given the increasingly authoritarian manner in which Erdoğan 

ran his government, the energy minister was not really the issue. No 
agreement was reached between Azerbaijan and Turkey on transit rights 
during 2009. This effectively blocked development of the second phase of 
the Shah-Deniz project. Officials of StatoilHydro, the commercial operator 
of Shah-Deniz, confirmed that production from phase two would be post-
poned until 2016, explicitly citing the absence of a transit agreement.46 

Meanwhile, Russia was not slow in capitalizing on the discord between 
the two Turkic states, as Gazprom moved in and offered to buy all of Azer-
baijan‘s gas at European netback prices—in other words, three times what 
Turkey was paying. In what was more a symbolic move than anything else, 
Baku agreed in 2009 to supply half a billion cubic meters of natural gas per 
year to Russia—a small quantity, but nonetheless a signal to Turkey and 
the West that Azerbaijan had options and was running out of patience. 
Indeed, Baku was now torn between economic and political considerations. 
Russia‘s offer was financially lucrative—if genuine—but politically dan-
gerous, it being clear that it was geostrategically and not economically 
motivated, since Russia would not profit from reselling Azerbaijani gas to 
Europe if it paid European prices to Azerbaijan. The politically favorable 
option, Nabucco, on the other hand, failed to materialize, and appeared 
increasingly distant on account of European indecision and Turkish confu-
sion.  
 

The Armenian Border Issue 

 
The most divisive of all issues in Turkish-Azerbaijani relations has been 
the Armenian border issue. Since the late 1990s, the United States and 
Europe have exerted mounting pressure on Turkey to open economic rela-
tions with Armenia, an action that would have the effect of breaking the 
embargo Turkey imposed in solidarity with Azerbaijan following the occu-
pation of Kelbajar Province in 1993. Azerbaijan, of course, adamantly 
objects to such a move as long as Armenia occupies almost a sixth of its 
territory, urging Turkey to refrain from caving in to Western importun-
ing.47  

Nonetheless, Western pressure (along with lobbying by business groups 
in eastern Turkey) has been the main reason for Turkish leaders to consider 
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opening the border with Armenia. Given the European focus of Turkish 
foreign policy during the first term of the AKP government, and the grow-
ing distrust between Baku and Ankara, Azerbaijani leaders increasingly 
feared a Turkish ―sellout‖ on the issue. On several occasions during the 

2000s, rumors of Turkish openings toward Armenia sparked anxiety in 
Baku, but nothing actually happened until 2008. 

Strong forces in Turkey in fact had resisted a unilateral opening to Ar-
menia, and not only out of solidarity with Azerbaijan. Suspicious of Arme-
nian irredentist designs, advanced most prominently by the Armenian dias-
pora, Ankara wanted Yerevan to recognize the border between the two 
countries. Arguing that the initiation of diplomatic relations would imply 
the mutual recognition of borders, Armenian leaders refused to make what 
they termed a ―superfluous statement‖ to that effect.

48 As for the diaspora, 
groups such as Armenian National Committee of America overtly opposed 
Yerevan‘s recognition of the border with Turkey, arguing it would consti-
tute ―renouncing the rightful return of Armenian lands.‖49 Since 1998, 
moreover, campaigning to have the 1915 massacres of Armenians in the 
Ottoman Empire recognized as genocide had become official policy in 
Yerevan, bringing the Armenian government in alignment with the diaspo-
ra groups and irritating Ankara further. 

Turkey‘s consistent approach since the mid-1990s had been to make the 
normalization of Turkish relations with Armenia an element in the peace 
process between Armenia and Azerbaijan—essentially offering to open its 
border with Armenia at some point in a coordinated sequence of events that 
would contribute to resolution of the conflict. Turkey refused to take that 
step unilaterally, demanding prior Armenian concessions in the conflict; to 
do otherwise, the logic went, would lead to abandonment of the remaining 
leverage on Armenia to vacate occupied territories, and essentially to ac-
quiescence in the ethnic cleansing of Azerbaijanis. This logic continues to 
command strong public support in Turkey. Thus, linking the Turkish-
Armenian relationship with the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict remained 
conventional wisdom in both Turkey and Azerbaijan. But Western officials 
and pundits—especially the International Crisis Group—had other ideas.50 
Delinking the processes, they argued, would render Armenia more secure, 
as it would not have to fear Turkey; it would also reduce Armenia‘s depen-
dence on Russia and, therefore, would make Armenia more willing to 
compromise on the Karabakh issue. What this line of reasoning failed to 
do, of course, was offer any reason why Armenia would find it in its inter-
est to compromise on Karabakh once it improved its relations with Turkey. 
Indeed, an equally logical conclusion would be that a safer Armenia—ruled 
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by a leadership with deep roots in Karabakh—would hold on ever more 
strongly to Karabakh. In sum, the dominant Western view neglected the 
fact that Armenia did not hold on to Karabakh out of fear, but because it 
thought the world would eventually accept its military conquest. 

Until 2008, the prospects for Turkish-Armenian normalization seemed 
remote, as the calculus of Turkish national interest spoke against unilateral 
Turkish action. As long as political forces sensitive to Turkic solidarity 
were strong in the Turkish government—for which such a move would 
constitute a sellout of Turkey‘s closest ally—it would have only slim 
chances of becoming actual government policy. Even leaving aside the 
cultural linkages, Turkey hardly stood to gain from a unilateral opening to 
Armenia, because a delinking of the Armenian border issue from the Ar-
menian-Azerbaijani conflict would inevitably alienate Azerbaijan. Azerbai-
jan‘s population is almost three times Armenia‘s, and its gross domestic 

product almost four times larger. Azerbaijan has extensive energy re-
sources that are delivered to—or at least through—Turkey, and it is strateg-
ically located as Turkey‘s gateway to Central Asia. If winning over Arme-
nia meant losing the privileged relationship with Azerbaijan, that seemed 
like a bad trade. The fact that the closed Armenia border was an irritant in 
Turkey‘s relations with the EU and United States was, in the balance, 
something Turkish officials were willing to put up with. If the EU proved 
itself serious about Turkish accession, the policy could always be changed.  

Ankara‘s calculus nevertheless changed in 2008, for three reasons. First, 

the AKP‘s retention of a parliamentary majority in the 2007 elections em-
boldened the party in its foreign and domestic policies. Its foreign policy 
doctrine, formulated by Erdoğan‘s chief adviser and subsequent foreign 

minister, Ahmet Davutoğlu, featured a ―zero-problem‖ policy toward Tur-
key‘s neighbors. Resistance to an opening toward Armenia was hence 
weakened. Second, the war in Georgia shook the fragile status quo in the 
South Caucasus and spurred greater domestic activism on the part of the 
Turkish government. Turkey‘s stability initiative was well received in Ye-
revan. Indeed, the shift in Turkish policy, which appeared to imply accep-
tance of a position as ―junior partner‖ to Russia in the South Caucasus, 

opened the way for further contacts with Armenia and reduced Russian 
opposition to Turkish moves in the region. The third—and by far most 
important—factor was Barack Obama‘s election to the presidency of the 

United States in November 2008. Obama had made it clearer than any 
major presidential candidate in modern history that, if elected, he intended 
to recognize the Armenian massacres as genocide, a position that caused 
acute concern in Ankara. Rapprochement with Armenia was one of the few 
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remaining ways that Turkey could get President Obama off the hook do-
mestically on that commitment by candidate Obama—and that was precise-
ly what the Obama administration demanded from Turkey. Everyone un-
derstood that American recognition of the massacres as genocide would 
kill any chances of a Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. Thus, the prospect 
of exactly such a rapprochement could influence both the Obama adminis-
tration and moderate elements in the Armenian diaspora to desist from 
pressing for Obama‘s recognition. Indeed, arguing for one would now 

appear foolhardy, as it would sabotage the best opportunity in years to 
improve Armenia‘s regional situation. 

These factors all combined to bring about the ―soccer diplomacy‖ that 

began when Abdullah Gül, now president of Turkey, traveled to Yerevan in 
early September 2008 at the invitation of his Armenian counterpart to at-
tend a qualifying game between the national teams of the two countries, 
complemented by a flurry of diplomatic exchanges and meetings. By late 
March, plans for a normalization of relations beginning in early April were 
unofficially announced and leaked to the media—but these plans fudged 
the question of whether Ankara had actually delinked its normalization of 
relations with Armenia from the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. 

Baku‘s outrage did not register in Turkish media and politics until after 
the local elections of March 2009, in which the AKP did much worse than 
expected. The media and main opposition parties in Turkey now took up 
this issue, castigating the government for selling out Azerbaijan. Ilham 
Aliyev then pulled out from a planned trip to the high-profile Istanbul 
summit of the Alliance of Civilizations. Turkish efforts to secure his atten-
dance failed, as did two telephone calls from Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, including one promising a meeting with President Obama.  

The Turkish government had not expected Azerbaijan‘s reaction to be so 

strong; nor had it foreseen the domestic uproar that followed, including in 
the ruling party‘s own ranks. Thus, the AKP regime was forced to back-
pedal, making it clear that Armenian concessions on Karabakh remained a 
prerequisite for the ratification of any Turkish-Armenian agreement. Prime 
Minister Erdoğan traveled to Baku and made clear in his address to the 
Azerbaijani Parliament that the Turkish-Armenian border would remain 
closed until a mutually acceptable solution to the Karabakh conflict was 
found. In effect, he had reverted to Turkey‘s long-standing policy of link-
ing its relationship to Armenia with the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. 

On August 31, 2009, the Turkish and Armenian foreign ministers never-
theless signed diplomatic protocols not only on the establishment of diplo-
matic relations but on broader bilateral ties. This was likely due to strong 
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American pressure not to let the initiative die out, as well as the cabinet 
shakeup that elevated Ahmet Davutoğlu to the post of foreign minister, 
allowing him to emphasize his ―zero-problem‖ approach to regional for-
eign policy. In fact, after successive rapprochements with formerly antago-
nistic neighbors including Greece and Syria, the state of affairs between 
Turkey and Armenia was the main antagonistic relationship left to sort out.  

Ankara‘s problem was that as long as the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict 
remained unresolved and Azerbaijani internally displaced persons were 
unable to return to their homes, Turkish policy toward Armenia could not 
be dissociated from relations with Azerbaijan. In the context of the official-
ly supported maxim ―one nation, two states,‖ any unilateral opening to 
Armenia that was perceived as detrimental to Azerbaijan would be explo-
sive stuff. This conundrum was reflected in the AKP government‘s contra-
dictory statements. In signing the protocols, Ankara effectively committed 
to opening the border within two months of ratification. But in statements 
making explicit reference to the border opening, foreign minister 
Davutoğlu and other officials also stated that no move injurious to the in-
terests of Azerbaijan would be made.  

The only way these conflicting statements could be reconciled would be 
through progress in the parallel process of conflict resolution between Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan. Ankara‘s hope lay in the conclusion of a prelimi-
nary deal between Baku and Yerevan envisaging the withdrawal of Arme-
nian forces from the five occupied provinces of Azerbaijan outside Kara-
bakh itself. Thus, the AKP government made itself dependent on forces 
that it could not control; even though there were positive signals in 2009, 
there was no obvious reason to assume that a deal of any kind was immi-
nent. By placing its hopes on the prospect of a Karabakh deal, Ankara once 
again risked having to choose between reneging on its commitment to 
normalize ties with Armenia and fulfilling it at the cost of causing a break-
down in its relations with Azerbaijan—neither option being particularly 
consistent with the ―zero-problem‖ policy. In either situation, Ankara 

would lose.  
The Turkish Parliament‘s role in this process should not be underesti-

mated. Indeed, it is very doubtful that the AKP, despite its large parliamen-
tary majority, could have gotten the votes for an opening of the Armenian 
border without progress on Karabakh. Indeed, loud voices within the party 
were in strong disagreement with the leadership. In this sense, the situation 
was reminiscent of the 2003 vote on the Iraq war. Then, the party leader-
ship had allowed members to vote according to their consciences, thereby 
avoiding the need to enforce party discipline on an unwilling parliamentary 
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group—and thus giving itself an exit strategy. The same strategy could 
well be used if the Armenian protocols ever got to Parliament. However, 
the Armenian Constitutional Court‘s January 2010 ruling on the protocols, 
which Ankara interpreted as changing their meaning, appeared to provide 
another exit strategy. Indeed, the court‘s caveats in interpreting the Proto-
cols not to mean any end to Armenia‘s quest for recognition of the 1915 

massacres as genocide, emphasizing the de-linking of the Turkish-
Armenian relationship from the Karabakh issue, and murky legalistic lan-
guage on the common border all offered the Turkish leadership an oppor-
tunity to lambast Armenia for changing the game. 

No matter the outcome of the Turkish-Armenian rapprochement, the 
strategic calculus in Baku was profoundly altered by this episode. For all 
practical purposes, the privileged relationship Azerbaijan had enjoyed with 
Turkey was over—at least as long as the AKP stayed in power. Not only 
was the relationship over: as one senior Azerbaijani diplomat put it, ―We 

are no longer allies.‖
51 Azerbaijan could no longer count on Turkey, while 

the singularly adamant American push for Turkey to move on the Arme-
nian opening also bred disillusionment with the West. No event of the pre-
vious fifteen years had made Azerbaijani policymakers feel as isolated as 
the Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. 
 

Turkey and Azerbaijan Today 

 
During the first decade of Azerbaijan‘s independence, Turkey was the 

country‘s main foreign ally and in many ways its mentor. But under the 

fraternal veneer, the relationship was never uncomplicated. The product of 
two vastly different historical experiences, the size disparity, and sheer 
national interest, these complications were most evident in the 1995 coup 
attempt against Heydar Aliyev and in the tensions during 2008–09 over 
energy transit and Armenia.  

However, the real strength of the long-term relationship between Azer-
baijan and Turkey lies not in the political elites but at the societal level, 
stemming from the close ethnolinguistic ties between the two countries and 
the considerable economic, cultural, and educational exchanges between 
the two societies. Aside from the substantial trade ties between them, Tur-
kish popular culture has permeated Azerbaijan deeply. Turkish popular and 
traditional music artists regularly perform in Azerbaijan and attract huge 
crowds. Likewise, the successes of the Turkish soccer team have generated 
a huge following in Azerbaijan. Witness this enthusiastic account: 
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Traffic was forced to stop in major streets of Baku for many hours on June 
16 and 22 [2002] as thousands of people poured into the streets and Baku‘s 

main Azadliq Square to cheer for their team and its unexpected success. 
The police [were] shocked and caught off guard and all they could do was 
to helplessly watch the chaos developing in the streets of the usually calm 
center of Baku. People were shouting slogans like ―Türkiye,‖ ―Türkiye and 

Azerbaijan,‖ ―Türkiye, Victory,‖ carrying Azerbaijani and Turkish flags 

and painting their faces and bod[ies] in red…red, the color of Turkism!
52 

 
Pan-Turkism may not be a viable political ideology, but Turkic solidarity 
does remains a societal factor. Especially during times of pressure, a sense 
of brotherhood with Turkey has shown itself to be a powerful emotion 
among Azerbaijanis. The largest crowd ever recorded in post-Soviet Azer-
baijan also had a Turkish connection: the air show by Turkish air force jets 
at the time of General Kıvrıkoğlu‘s summer 2001 visit drew several hun-
dred thousand people into the streets of Baku. This points to a deep cultural 
connection between Turkey and Azerbaijan that will continue to form the 
backbone of the relationship for the foreseeable future.  

However, this sense of solidarity is much more deeply rooted in Azer-
baijan than it is in Turkey. That may be a natural consequence of the great 
size and power disparity between the two countries: Turkey will always be 
more important to Azerbaijan than Azerbaijan is to Turkey. Furthermore, 
as Islamic solidarity increasingly rivals Turkic solidarity in Turkey, this is 
likely to further temper the intensity of the relationship on the Turkish side. 
But it is also possible that as Azerbaijan becomes wealthier and more self-
conscious, its population may not continue to acquiesce in being treated as 
the neglected younger brother. As Azerbaijan matures as an independent 
nation, its ties to Turkey may very well become less emotional and more 
pragmatic. 

Even as some signs point to a more dispassionate relationship, the two 
countries‘ commonly held Muslim faith is opening new avenues of solidar-
ity. Turkish religious groups—in particular the Nurcu movement of Fethul-
lah Gülen (see chapter 10)—have spent two decades building a base of 
support in Azerbaijan. Especially through its schools, the Gülen movement 
has helped create a tight network of young Azerbaijanis who exhibit strong 
loyalty to Turkey—but in the form of an attachment to the leader of the 
movement, Fethullah Gülen, and his brand of ―moderate Islam,‖ not to 

traditional republican Turkish values. Gülen‘s adherents have already come 
to play a role in Azerbaijan—for example, exerting pressure (though un-
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successfully) in 2009 on the Azerbaijani government to be more agreeable 
in regard to Turkey‘s plan to open its border with Armenia.  

As the saying goes, in foreign affairs there are no eternal friends, only 
eternal interests. That appears to be increasingly true in Turkish-
Azerbaijani relations, and it may in fact be in Azerbaijan‘s interest to begin 

treating Turkey more as it treats its other foreign partners. Indeed, when the 
crisis that resulted from Turkey‘s opening to Armenia broke out in 2008, 

Azerbaijan realized that it had taken Turkey for granted: it had never even 
bothered building a serious lobbying presence in Ankara. Precisely because 
the relationship was built largely on emotions and protestations of brother-
hood, the impact of the crisis went very deep in Baku, to the point where 
the Turkish-Armenian efforts toward rapprochement were understood in 
some quarters as a betrayal.  

The challenge for the future, for both Ankara and Baku, will be to reas-
sess the aphorism that has long encapsulated the two countries‘ relation-
ship: ―one nation, two states.‖ Indeed, there is a logical contradiction in this 
declaration: considering Azerbaijan and Turkey as one nation implies that 
they share an unbreakable bond. It follows naturally from this that their 
respective interests should be identical and joint. But states identify their 
interests separately, not jointly, through calculation and political processes. 
In the case of Azerbaijan and Turkey, there is no formal mechanism for 
consultation that regulates any linkage between their respective political 
processes. And as long as Azerbaijan and Turkey remain distinct states—

and no one seriously expects that to change—their interests, as defined by 
their respective leaderships, will not always align. The contradiction be-
tween the claim of belonging to a single nation and the realities of two 
states is therefore likely to continue to be the main feature of Turkish-
Azerbaijani relations. 
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15 
Azerbaijan and the West 

 
 
 
 

Since independence, Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy has been remarkably sta-
ble, as has its generally western orientation. But an underlying question is 
whether Azerbaijan is a part of the West, or a state that merely has the 
West as its major foreign partner? Ambivalence on both sides ensures that 
this question remains unanswered. Azerbaijani leaders are ambivalent to-
ward the commitments required for full integration with the West, while 
leading Western powers are ambivalent as to whether the South Caucasus 
in general—and Azerbaijan in particular—could or should form part of the 
West.  

The consistent priority of Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy has been to conso-
lidate the independence and sovereignty of the country. In this endeavor, 
Baku has regarded the economic and political norms and institutions of the 
Western-led international system as supportive of this goal—particularly 
the international system‘s advocacy of the equality of states and of the 

market-based economic principles that have allowed Azerbaijan to build its 
economic independence through energy sales.  

But Azerbaijan has also grown increasingly doubtful of both the ability 
and the willingness of the West to engage with the South Caucasus region, 
particularly in regard to security. Given the rising political price that Mos-
cow (and, to a lesser extent, Tehran) has exacted from countries in the 
region that seek Euro-Atlantic integration, the logic that impelled the 
West‘s expansion into Central and Eastern Europe in the 1990s cannot 
automatically be applied in the South Caucasus. Azerbaijan‘s relations with 

the West therefore cannot be understood simply in terms of integration, but 
should be seen, rather, from the perspective of an increasingly independent 
state that pursues such relations, but not at the cost of disregarding the 
realities dictated by geography and the real political balances in its neigh-
borhood. Even as it has striven for balance in its foreign policy, Azerbaijan 
has often found itself pushing for greater Western engagement with the 
South Caucasus, extolling the region‘s importance to the West. 

 A comparable level of interest cannot be said to exist on the part of the 
West. Over time, and among the various Western powers, there have been 
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significant shifts in priorities and attention levels in their approaches to 
Azerbaijan and the rest of the South Caucasus. In retrospect, the period 
from about 1997 to 2004 stands out as the pinnacle of Western engagement 
in Azerbaijan and the South Caucasus. Since then, the West—particularly 
the United States—seems to have gradually lost interest in both Azerbaijan 
and the region. That may seem understandable, given that the United States 
has had its hands full in Iraq and Afghanistan, Europe has been preoccu-
pied by internal divisions and the organizational restructuring of the Euro-
pean Union, and the West in general has been struggling to restore eco-
nomic stability in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis. But from another 
perspective, the West‘s waning interest can be regarded as a sign of strateg-
ic myopia, given the importance of Azerbaijan and the South Caucasus in 
general to some of the most pressing issues facing the West, from energy 
security to Afghanistan and Iran. 

 One area of discord among Western actors in regard to Azerbaijan has 
been concern over the country‘s domestic political situation. Again, a com-
parison with the experience of Central and Eastern Europe is relevant. 
Former Soviet bloc states such as Hungary and Romania largely accepted 
Western terms on how their polities were to be structured and governed, in 
view of the greater benefits that would accrue in both economic and securi-
ty terms from membership in the EU and the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation. But exactly because Azerbaijani leaders have never been convinced 
that they have a realistic chance of gaining either EU or NATO member-
ship, the logic that worked in Central and Eastern Europe has not worked 
in Azerbaijan. In fact, Azerbaijani leaders have been increasingly skeptical 
of the sincerity of Western attempts at democracy promotion in their coun-
try. 

By 2010, Azerbaijan‘s Western orientation was being seriously tested. 

Years of declining Western interest, combined with the changes in the 
global balance of power and Azerbaijan‘s own meteoric economic rise, fed 

skepticism in Baku about the primacy of the West, which had seemed so 
obvious back in the 1990s. In parallel, intensifying Russian courtship of 
Azerbaijan and the accelerating de-secularization going on next door in 
Turkey had begun to change the calculus on the ground. Meanwhile, Azer-
baijan‘s political reform agenda had ground to a halt, further slowing the 

pace of integration with the West. Simply put, in 2010 a Western orienta-
tion appeared to be only one of Azerbaijan‘s many options. To understand 

the prospects of Azerbaijan‘s ties with the West, it is worth studying in 

greater detail the bases of both sides of the relationship. 
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The Issues Underlying Azerbaijan’s Western Orientation 

 
Since 1991, when Azerbaijan became independent, relations with the West 
have developed and broadened greatly in all fields. These relations can be 
grouped into three ―baskets of issues‖: governance and democratization, 
energy and trade, and security cooperation. Over time, these three areas 
have been accorded varying degrees of importance.  
 

Governance and Democratization 

 
Governance and democratization has always been the most complicated 
among the three baskets of issues. By virtue of its stated purpose of inte-
gration with Euro-Atlantic institutions—that is, subscribing to Western 
values and principles—Baku made commitments to political reform that 
Middle Eastern and Central Asian states generally did not. When efforts to 
live up to these commitments were found wanting, Western countries and 
organizations often issued strong and occasionally scathing criticism of 
Azerbaijan‘s record concerning democracy and human rights. Yet despite 
this criticism, and the rising frustration it generated, the Azerbaijani gov-
ernment never wavered from its stated course of closer ties with Europe, 
and never joined the growing Russian-led efforts in the first decade of the 
new century to coordinate resistance to Western pressure among authorita-
rian regimes. 

 Azerbaijan‘s stance became most evident after 2004, as the ―color revo-
lutions‖ in Georgia and Ukraine injected an ideological element into the 
geopolitical competition that had long existed in the former Soviet space. 
Calls for democracy took center stage in Western policies toward the re-
gion, and many post-Soviet rulers grew worried—some to the brink of 
paranoia—about ―foreign-sponsored‖ revolutions. Led by President Vla-
dimir Putin, Russia quickly seized the initiative, seeking to play the role of 
protector of these authoritarian governments.1 Moscow then succeeded in 
enlisting, to varying degrees, most post-Soviet states in condemnation of 
the Western agenda. In July 2004, for example, Russia convinced eight 
post-Soviet states—Armenia, Moldova, Belarus, and Ukraine, plus four 
Central Asian states—to sign a letter criticizing the Organization for Secu-
rity and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) for excessively focusing on human 
rights, applying ―double standards,‖ and in general failing to respect the 

sovereignty of its post-Soviet member states.2  
From a superficial viewpoint, Azerbaijan would have seemed just the 

type of regime to come under Moscow‘s wing. But rejecting paranoia and 
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refusing to follow Moscow‘s lead, Baku chose to stake out a middle 
course, emphasizing its commitment to an evolutionary model under which 
political development would occur in tandem with economic development. 
For example, Baku refused to endorse the fraudulent 2004 election that 
would have granted Viktor Yanukovich the presidency of Ukraine, as well 
as the so-called Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan in 2005, which President 
Ilham Aliyev dismissed to a senior Western academic as a ―primitive coup, 

not a revolution.‖
3  

Of course, as shown in chapter 6 of the present volume, the leadership in 
Baku did take extra security precautions during Azerbaijan‘s 2005 parlia-
mentary elections, while seeking to deflect criticism of its domestic affairs 
by playing upon the country‘s increasing strategic importance in terms of 
energy issues and international security. Moreover, in recent years Azerbai-
jani leaders have turned to arguments similar to ones used by Russia in 
terming Western calls for democratization a form of interference in its 
internal affairs, especially at times when Baku felt that the West was not 
helpful on issues close to its heart, such as energy exports or the conflict in 
Mountainous Karabakh. The point, however, is that the higher levels of 
government never seemed overly concerned by the growing ideological 
element in Eurasian geopolitics, and never allowed it to affect the country‘s 

foreign policy choices. This is evidenced by the increasingly warm rela-
tions President Aliyev developed with the new revolutionary leaders of 
Georgia and Ukraine, Mikheil Saakashvili and Viktor Yushchenko.  

Governance and democracy has decidedly not been Baku‘s favorite 

basket of issues in its dealings with the West. The regime has sought to 
walk a fine line, sticking to its Western orientation while seeking to with-
stand pressure for further political reform. In the view of Azerbaijani lead-
ers, the areas of energy and trade and security cooperation have offered 
much better return on its efforts to foster mutually beneficial relations with 
the West. 
 

Energy and Trade  

 
As Europe grew more concerned over its dependence on Middle Eastern oil 
and Russian natural gas, Azerbaijan was able to astutely carve a niche for 
itself as an energy-producing country that sought to play by Europe‘s rules, 

thereby providing an opportunity for the diversification Europe so despe-
rately needed and which the United States so strongly supported. Azerbai-
jani leaders played the energy trump card to build the country‘s stature 

both regionally and globally, attracting Western interest that—or so Baku 
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hoped—would result in growing support among Western states for Azer-
baijan‘s independence, security, and territorial integrity. The fact that the 

country‘s international position and ties with the West have both improved 

enormously since the mid-1990s can be clearly attributed to Baku‘s strateg-
ic decision at that time to link its diplomacy to its energy resources. 

There are two reasons why Azerbaijan was able to leverage what are—

from a global perspective—its relatively limited reserves of oil and gas so 
as to establish itself as a player on the European stage. First, its geographic 
position—west of the Caspian Sea and close to Europe—was much more 
advantageous than that of the Central Asian states. Furthermore, once 
Georgia stabilized, that neighbor to the west was able to provide reliable 
access to the Black Sea and Turkey. But second, as noted in chapter 9 of 
the present volume, Azerbaijan made a point of being a trustworthy suppli-
er and commercial partner. Unlike Russia and Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan did 
not seek to renegotiate major contracts with Western oil companies. Many 
officials in Baku felt, like their Kazakh counterparts, that the Production 
Sharing Agreements (PSAs) were unduly beneficial to the multinational 
companies and had been signed at a time of national weakness. Neverthe-
less, Baku did not seek to renegotiate the PSAs, in keeping with its priority 
of building a reputation for reliability, which provided the basis for the 
strategic anchoring of the country to the West in economic and political 
terms.4  

Heydar Aliyev built oil diplomacy into a smoothly executed strategy. He 
understood that oil was Azerbaijan‘s only means of positioning itself on the 
international scene and consolidating its independence. Handing out oil 
concessions, in the form of participation in PSAs, allowed Aliyev to make 
it in the interest of the major powers to support Azerbaijan—and to support 
his own government, an arrangement that provided stability while some 
opposition groups spoke of renegotiating contracts.  

First on the list of powers to be cultivated was the United States, fol-
lowed by Russia, Turkey, Europe, Iran, and Japan. Once American oil 
companies were enlisted, they also helped provide access to senior political 
figures and influential lobbying firms in Washington.5 A number of former 
high U.S. officials began taking an interest in Azerbaijan, giving attention 
partly to the country‘s strategic location but also to the oil industry. The 
U.S.-Azerbaijan Chamber of Commerce, created in 1995, has counted 
among its advisory council former U.S. National Security Advisors Henry 
Kissinger, Brent Scowcroft, and Zbigniew Brzezinski, as well as former 
secretary of state James Baker III, as well as former secretary of defense 
Dick Cheney (who left the board when he became vice president) and Ri-
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chard Armitage, who would go on to be Deputy Secretary of State. This 
suggests the success, in remarkably quick order, of Azerbaijan‘s campaign 

to enlist support in the United States. Heydar Aliyev‘s efforts were 

crowned with a state visit to Washington in 1997, which was presented to 
the Azerbaijani public as a major foreign policy achievement, and was 
broadcast in smallest detail over and over again on national television—

signaling the importance accorded by Aliyev‘s government to relations 

with the United States.  
Azerbaijan also built increasingly close ties with Israel, and when Tur-

key and Israel consolidated relations in the 1990s, Azerbaijan became, de 
facto, the ―northern flank‖ of this alliance, at least from Jerusalem‘s pers-
pective. Hence, the pro-Israeli lobby in the U.S. Congress began supporting 
Azerbaijan‘s cause alongside Turkey‘s.

6 Though the Turkish-Israeli rela-
tionship deteriorated once the Islamic conservative Justice and Develop-
ment Party took power in Turkey in 2002, this only lent further impetus to 
the Azerbaijani-Israeli relationship. 

 Making the most of its carefully nurtured relationships with its regional 
and Western partners, Azerbaijan saw to completion the major infrastruc-
tural projects that now link the country to Turkey and the West and make it 
a supplier of both oil and natural gas to the EU. From Azerbaijan‘s pers-
pective, the natural follow-up to the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan and Samsun-
Ceyhan projects was the Nabucco gas pipeline, which would bring large 
quantities of Azerbaijani gas to the EU. Indeed, it is notable how long 
Azerbaijan eschewed all other options for gas sales, including sales to both 
Russia and Iran. In spite of divisions in Europe on Nabucco, decreasing 
American engagement in regional energy diplomacy, and Russian pressure, 
Azerbaijan stuck to its commitment even as delays on the project began to 
affect the production schedules for the Shah-Deniz project. Only after rela-
tions with Turkey soured and Moscow offered prices 50 percent higher 
than those Turkey seemed ready to pay did Baku agree to sell small quanti-
ties of gas to Russia. Even in 2010, President Ilham Aliyev kept urging 
European leaders to take the Nabucco project seriously—an indication of 
the durability of the Western orientation of Azerbaijan‘s foreign policy in 

the energy field. 
 

Security Cooperation 

 
Given Azerbaijan‘s location, security has been one of the country‘s major 

concerns, and a driving force in its relationship with the West. Moreover, 
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security has very often interacted significantly with energy; in part, energy 
has served as an instrument to increase Azerbaijan‘s security.  

Baku‘s goals in engaging with the West on security issues have derived 

from its threat perceptions, involving both the conflict with Armenia 
(where Azerbaijan seeks to overturn the status quo) and the geopolitical 
threats emanating primarily from Russia and Iran. These goals have in-
cluded building support for Azerbaijan‘s independence, engaging Western 

powers in becoming constructively involved with the Karabakh conflict, 
and, more broadly, achieving recognition of Azerbaijan‘s importance in 
regional and international security affairs, as a means of obtaining Western 
commitments—formal or informal—to the country‘s security. 

Azerbaijan has thus walked a fine line between being a consumer and a 
provider of security. As a consumer of security, it is most concerned with 
meeting its needs in regard to its unresolved conflict with Armenia and 
regional geopolitical challenges. In appeals to the West, it has targeted the 
norms and principles that govern Western policies with regard to the right 
of a small country to independence, but especially with regard to the Kara-
bakh conflict, in which Azerbaijan has consistently depicted itself as an 
aggrieved party seeking to have international law upheld. On the other 
hand, it has used its oil and gas exports and its contributions to the interna-
tional coalition against terrorism and to various peacekeeping operations to 
portray itself as a provider of security. In doing so, Azerbaijan has ap-
pealed to the self-interest of the West, notably in terms of energy and the 
struggle against terrorism. In the 1990s, energy was Azerbaijan‘s main 

instrument for gaining cooperation in the security field. This policy worked 
remarkably well, as evidenced by the growing Western (and especially 
American) engagement with the country, and the fact that Azerbaijan be-
came increasingly stable and secure as an independent state. In 2001, 
Azerbaijan was able to add a dimension to this: whereas there had been 
only limited scope for it to claim credibly to provide added value in terms 
of security for the West, that changed with the terrorist attacks of Septem-
ber 11. President Heydar Aliyev‘s immediate and positive response contri-
buted significantly, but most important was Azerbaijan‘s geographic posi-
tion, crucial to any logistical link between NATO and Afghanistan. Baku 
capitalized on this, and took the extra step of sending a symbolic number of 
soldiers to Iraq following the 2003 U.S. invasion. Azerbaijan also has con-
tinued to provide intelligence and other support in the global struggle 
against terrorism. In later years, after withdrawing from Iraq in 2008, 
Azerbaijan increased the size of its contingent in Afghanistan, and sought 
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to contribute to the supply logistics of the U.S. effort there by building a 
transport corridor, in cooperation with Georgia.  
 

The Development of Western Interests 

 
The West was just as unprepared for the independence of the post-Soviet 
republics as the states surrounding the erstwhile Soviet space. Western 
scholarship and expertise on the Soviet Union was heavily focused on the 
Russian-speaking world, whereas the Caucasus and Central Asia were, 
with some notable exceptions, hardly studied in their own right.7 For this 
reason, attributable to inertia, as well as general confusion about the direc-
tion of world politics following the end of the Cold War, Western interests 
in the region were hardly obvious to anyone in the early 1990s, and aware-
ness of the debilitating conflicts besetting the region was sketchy, at best. 
These were—and to a large extent remain—areas that Western leaders 
considered troublesome, that they understood poorly, that were of uncertain 
importance to them, and from which they sought to maintain a healthy 
distance.  

One possible explanation for this blend of wariness and apathy was the 
focus of Western attention on the conflicts in the Balkans. But it also be-
trayed an implicit perception, lingering to this day, that these territories 
were part of Russia‘s ―turf.‖ Politically, the United States took the early 

lead in making the protection of the independence and sovereignty of the 
Soviet successor states a policy priority. This was hugely significant, as it 
constituted a symbolic statement of solidarity with newly independent 
nations consistent with America‘s own tradition of anticolonialism. By 

contrast, European countries were much slower to defend the sovereignty 
of these new states, and remain much more tolerant toward Russian domin-
ance there. 

Acknowledgment of the significance of the region has grown more 
widespread in recent years, in particular with the increasing importance of 
energy security and strategic access to the Caucasus and Central Asia. To 
this should be added the development in the West of considerable expertise 
on this part of the world. Academic and research institutions in the West, 
especially in the United States, possess resources and capabilities that far 
surpass those of their counterparts in Iran, Russia, China, and Turkey. 
Many Western colleges and universities now offer courses on the region, 
enabling students—that is, future decision makers—to take advantage of 
the developing expertise. Dozens if not hundreds of Western students in the 
social sciences and humanities have written or are writing dissertations on 
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Central Asia and the Caucasus. Consequently, the onetime scarcity of 
knowledge of the region has given way to a significant and expanding body 
of research. Expanding this knowledge even further have been the hun-
dreds if not thousands of diplomats and businesspeople who have ac-
quainted themselves with the region. 
 

Governance and Democracy 

 
The West has continuously stated its interest in the development in the 
former Soviet Union of sovereign, democratic states based on the rule of 
law, respectful of human rights, and supportive of market economics. Giv-
en that liberal democracy developed into the morally and—in the 1990s—

politically dominant norm in world politics, nearly all post-Soviet states, 
including Azerbaijan, pledged allegiance to these basic principles of go-
vernance—if not in practice, then at least as a goal. The Azerbaijani Popu-
lar Front government had a strongly stated democratic ideology, which 
formed what effectively became a kind of benchmark against which subse-
quent governments were compared. The Popular Front‘s brief time in pow-
er (1992–93) was plagued by chaos and anarchy, with the short-lived rulers 
learning that unchecked freedom and democracy made the country ungo-
vernable. Nevertheless, flawed as the Popular Front era was, it drew a line 
in the sand, restoring continuity with the democratic principles established 
in 1918 with the First Republic. 

When Heydar Aliyev came back to power in 1993, Azerbaijan was a 
considerably different place than it had been in early 1992, and certainly 
very different from the Central Asian republics of the former Soviet space. 
Its society had had a taste, if ever so imperfect, of openness, and going 
back to overtly authoritarian rule was not on the agenda. Moreover, Aliyev 
presided over a weak state that needed support to consolidate indepen-
dence, and the West was the only force capable of providing a balance to 
Russian and Iranian schemes. This meant that Azerbaijan‘s ruling elite not 

only had to pay lip service to a pluralistic society, but would also have to 
live up to certain elements of participatory governance and human rights in 
order to be able to attract Western support for its security. Western states 
and organizations would also be comparing developments in Azerbaijan to 
the widespread perception of the Popular Front‘s rule as a democratic, if 

ill-fated, period. 
As a result, a peculiar type of dance has developed over the years. Azer-

baijan has proved responsive to Western criticism, but in fact has fulfilled 
its commitments only gradually and partially. The story of Azerbaijan‘s 
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interaction with the international community is one of numerous last-
minute concessions ahead of elections, machinations by elites to maintain 
influence in spite of steps taken to liberalize the political system, and occa-
sional outright flouting of commitments when that was perceived as neces-
sary to the ruling elite‘s political survival.  

As for the West, it has had serious problems with the delivery of its mes-
sage, and this is not specific to Azerbaijan. Too often, Western representa-
tives come as the bearers of a gospel, preaching to local leaders about their 
flaws and faults in a manner often perceived as hectoring and condescend-
ing, if not neo-colonial. Moreover, most Western governments and organi-
zations have focused excessively on elections as the central element of 
democratization, thereby neglecting institution-building processes, particu-
larly at the provincial and local levels.8 Whereas provincial cities and 
towns see little Western interest throughout the year, during election times 
Western election observers descend like locusts a day or two prior to the 
vote, only to disappear again after the international press conference. 
Moreover, Western diplomats and representatives of various organizations 
often live out of touch with the local population. They, and the Western-
educated local civil society elite they foster and fund, typically outshine the 
poor, badly educated, and resource-deprived local government officials 
they interact with. While this situation is common to most developing 
countries, it has particular bearing in a conflict-ridden country such as 
Azerbaijan.  

Azerbaijani officials and observers have been struck by the depth of 
Western emotion about their system of governance, while the Westerners 
seemed considerably less interested in other lofty principles, including 
concern for the plight of destitute refugees or the condemnation of ethnic 
cleansing and territorial conquest. In 2009, Ilham Aliyev‘s moderate and 

progressive foreign policy adviser, Novruz Mammedov, epitomized this 
reaction, stating that the West had cared more about the jailing of two 
bloggers than about the hundreds of thousands of refugees who had yet to 
return to their homes.9 Such feelings are widespread, and strengthen the 
impression in Azerbaijan that the West is guided by double standards. 
Western representatives are seen as promoting democracy not necessarily 
in an honest manner but to advance their own interests in the region, how-
ever vaguely defined. As Mammedov put it, ―We consider this as a tool of 

pressure on Azerbaijan.‖
10 Invidious comparisons tied to the ―color revolu-

tions,‖ in particular, have raised the hackles of Azerbaijani officials. Where 

Georgia appeared to pursue an embrace of democracy with the Rose Revo-
lution, Azerbaijan‘s development was seen in the West as exactly the op-



402     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

posite: an undemocratic ―dynastic succession‖ from father to son, involv-
ing ugly crackdowns on the opposition. Whether or not this characteriza-
tion was fair, it definitely remained compelling among Western elites, 
forming a substantial impediment to better strategic relations between 
Azerbaijan and the West. The inability of the government to handle the 
transfer of power without police brutality in both 2003 and 2005 was a 
serious and unnecessary setback in the government‘s attempts to gain in-
ternational legitimacy. 

In light of Azerbaijan‘s vigorous economic recovery, spectacular 

double-digit growth, and, since 2003, increasing political consolidation, 
Azerbaijani officials have become more confident in their own strength, 
and less patient with Western lecturing on democracy. For instance, while 
he has not gone so far as to join Russia‘s antidemocracy coalition within 

the OSCE, President Aliyev has repeatedly made clear that he does not 
view Western pressure for democratization as sincere. The salience of 
energy issues in the mid- and late 1990s somewhat quieted Western criti-
cism, as did the primacy of security concerns in the aftermath of 9/11. 
Then, around the time of the Iraq invasion, there was a resurgence of the 
freedom agenda among American and European policymakers that had the 
result of greatly complicated Ilham Aliyev‘s relations with the West after 

his election in 2003. But the wheel kept turning, and by 2010 surging ener-
gy prices, problems over Iran, and a certain amount of disillusionment with 
―color revolutions‖ helped diminish concern with democracy promotion. 

Such shifts in emphasis have only served to heighten the Azerbaijani lea-
dership‘s skepticism regarding the sincerity of the West. 

 
Energy and Trade 

 
Azerbaijan‘s place in the world is greatly conditioned by its energy re-
sources. It was the Caspian oil rush in the mid-1990s that put Azerbaijan 
on the map; it was oil interests that helped Azerbaijan acquire a lobby in 
Washington in the late 1990s; and it was oil that built Azerbaijan‘s ties 

with Great Britain, perhaps its most important Western European relation-
ship.  

The 1994 ―contract of the century‖ sparked Azerbaijan‘s development as 

an important energy-producing state. In the wake of this mammoth deal 
with energy multinationals, Heydar Aliyev‘s oil diplomacy helped Azerbai-
jan build relations with Western leaders and market itself as an alternative 
energy producer to the Middle East. While the groundwork was laid in the 
late 1990s, it was not until 2000 to 2005 that this policy came to fruition. 
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During this period, oil diplomacy became increasingly integral to the ad-
vancement of Baku‘s security interests. Two trends in international politics 

combined to underline Azerbaijan‘s importance as a player in the energy 
sector. The first was the deterioration of the West‘s relationship with the 

Muslim world after 9/11, which sparked concerns in the West about over-
reliance on Middle Eastern oil resources. The second trend was the rapid 
growth of energy consumption in the huge and booming Chinese and In-
dian economies, which coincided with a decrease in the growth of global 
oil production. This led to fears of the irreversible peak in global oil pro-
duction occurring earlier than previously anticipated.11 These two trends 
converged to drive oil prices over $75 per barrel in 2006 and to $150 be-
fore the 2008 financial crisis. A related factor was Europe‘s growing reali-
zation of the negative consequences of its dependence on Russian natural 
gas. 

 With the completion of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, Azerbaijan 
was able to market itself as a producer of significant quantities of oil that 
would be coming online for the European market. Azerbaijan‘s one million 

barrels of oil per day amount to one-twentieth of Europe‘s consumption, 

but make up a much larger fraction of Europe‘s imports, and loom even 

larger in any accounting of oil reserves available in areas adjacent to the 
European market. Azerbaijan also gradually became a potential natural gas 
supplier to Europe, thanks to the Shah-Deniz gas field and the South Cau-
casus gas pipeline. Moreover, Azerbaijan was important not only as a pro-
ducer but also as a gateway to the even larger resources of Central Asian 
oil and gas that Europe began looking to for diversification of its energy 
supplies—something that nevertheless was not widely understood in the 
West. 

The timing of Azerbaijan‘s return to the global energy markets hence 
could hardly have been better. In his 2006 meeting with Ilham Aliyev, 
President George W. Bush noted that Azerbaijan had ―a very important 

role to play‖ in energy security.
12  

Aside from energy, Azerbaijan‘s location at the crossroads of Europe 
and Asia has also given it a key role in the trade routes that slowly began to 
develop in the aftermath of the Soviet Union‘s collapse. As discussed in 

chapter 9 of the present volume, competing north-south and east-west 
transportation corridors have been advocated by various players. The one 
thing these corridors have in common is that they cross Azerbaijani territo-
ry, and thus add another dimension to Azerbaijan‘s potential as an energy 

transit and production area.  
 



404     AZERBAIJAN SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

 

Security 

 
The third area of importance in Western relations with Azerbaijan is securi-
ty. In the late 1990s, the U.S. government concluded that it had significant 
though nonvital interests at stake in Central Asia and the Caucasus. At the 
time, Europe had not even come to pose the question in those terms. Yet 
some strategic thinkers, most notably Zbigniew Brzezinski, were already 
identifying Azerbaijan as a ―strategic pivot,‖

13 given its geographic loca-
tion between Russia and Iran, and the troubles brewing in the areas sur-
rounding the country. Azerbaijan‘s secular Muslim nature added a symbol-
ically important element to this very practical geopolitical assessment. If 
the country‘s key role was gradually being realized on an abstract level in 
the late 1990s, the events of the early twenty-first century would work 
brutally to turn it into a concrete reality for strategic planners in the West. 
By stepping forward and agreeing to grant transit rights to Western forces, 
Azerbaijan became indispensable to the coalition that was formed to topple 
Taliban rule in Afghanistan in late 2001. In the years that followed, the war 
in Iraq and the confrontation between the West and Iran only brought the 
focus of world politics closer to Azerbaijan‘s door. Western leaders did not 
always connect the dots and realize the importance of this small country, 
but Azerbaijan‘s capacity to play a major role in some of the major foreign 

policy issues facing Western leaders was certainly present.  
 But pursuing this opportunity was not without dangers for Baku. If de-

ciding to participate in the Afghanistan war seemed an obvious choice to 
Heydar Aliyev, subsequent choices were less clear-cut—for example, 
Azerbaijan‘s decision, as the first Muslim-majority country and one of only 
three to do so, to send troops to Iraq, though the benefits appeared to far 
outweigh the costs. The West‘s brewing confrontation with Iran was an 
entirely different matter, however, given that it would make Azerbaijan a 
frontline state if hostilities broke out—and could endanger the very exis-
tence of the leadership in Baku. As a neighbor that had been subjected to 
Iranian strong-arm tactics before, Azerbaijan had more to gain than most 
other stakeholders from the halting of the Iranian nuclear program. But 
Azerbaijan‘s leaders were also acutely aware of the potential consequences 

in terms of Iranian retaliation, something Iranian officials made painfully 
clear. Given the poor record of the West in standing by its faraway allies in 
times of need, Azerbaijani leaders felt that supporting an operation against 
Iran would be a bridge too far. 

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, Azerbaijan‘s strategic im-
portance was made clear by its location at a crossroads of Eurasian geopo-
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litics, its growing role in helping to secure Western energy security, the 
credibility and forward position it could bring to the war on terror, and its 
decision to commit to supporting Western endeavors in the Greater Middle 
East and Eurasia. For better or worse, the direction of world politics was 
increasingly making Azerbaijan a state that would enjoy the benefits of 
long-term strategic significance—but also have to live with the costs. 
 

U.S. Relations with Azerbaijan 

 
In the first years after the Soviet collapse, the United States‘ main concern 

in the post-Soviet space was economic reforms in Russia and nuclear non-
proliferation. There was little proactive U.S. policy towards the southern 
rim of the former Soviet Union. Basic ―working guidelines‖ were estab-
lished, which stipulated some basic U.S. interests. Yet as one policymaker 
would later put it, ―A preoccupation with the four ‗nuclear successor states‘ 

prevented the Caucasus and Central Asian states from getting much serious 
attention until 1994.‖

14 The administration of President Bill Clinton did 
formulate three modest policy goals for the Newly Independent States, as 
the region came to be known. First, the United States declared its support 
for their independence, seeking to prevent the restoration of Russian con-
trol or Iranian influence. Second, it vowed to support the establishment of 
liberal democratic regimes. Third, it supported the export of Caspian Sea 
energy resources by a route that would not entail exclusive dependence on 
Russia, and, most important, that would not cross Iranian territory.15 These 
principles were to lay the ground for more assertive policies come the late 
1990s, when the United States identified increasingly clear interests in the 
Caucasus. 
 

Section 907a and the Role of the Armenian Lobby 

 
America‘s role in the Caucasus, in particular its relations with Azerbaijan, 

was greatly affected by the inclusion of an obscure paragraph in the Free-
dom Support Act of 1992, a federal law enacted to support long-term eco-
nomic assistance to the Soviet successor states. Section 907a of the Free-
dom Support Act prohibited all government-to-government assistance by 
the United States to Azerbaijan. Specifically, it stipulated that ―United 

States assistance… may not be provided to the Government of Azerbaijan 

until the President determines, and so reports to the Congress, that the 
Government of Azerbaijan is taking demonstrable steps to cease all block-
ades and other offensive uses of force against Armenia and Nagorno-
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Karabakh.‖
16 In including this language in the legislation, the U.S. Con-

gress implicitly defined Azerbaijan as the aggressor in the conflict. Section 
907a was placed in the bill thanks to the efforts of the Armenian lobby, 
which had contributed to the rapid establishment of relations between Ar-
menia and the United States.17 At the time, in early 1992, Georgia was 
gripped by civil war and Azerbaijan was ruled by the unreformed Com-
munist government of Ayaz Mutalibov. It is in this context that the Arme-
nian lobby was able to portray Armenia as the most progressive state in the 
region in terms of fostering a democratic political environment.18 Mutali-
bov‘s Russia-first policy made Azerbaijan uninterested in the West, while 
internal squabbles between Mutalibov‘s regime and the Popular Front fur-
ther distracted an already war-torn Azerbaijan from pursuing a coherent 
foreign policy. Azerbaijan was unable to even make the Azerbaijani side of 
events in Karabakh reach news desks in the West; thus, Armenian com-
munities in America and France were able to depict Azerbaijan as an ag-
gressor in the conflict, creating a characterization that required years of 
effort on the part of Azerbaijani diplomats to roll back. 

Section 907a of the Freedom Support Act was drafted by senator and 
later Democratic presidential nominee John F. Kerry, though Armenian 
Americans have subsequently confided that Senator Kerry knew little of 
the actual facts of the conflict. By the time the act became law, the situa-
tion described in section 907a (i.e., the alleged ―blockades and other offen-
sive uses of force against Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh‖) bore little 

resemblance to reality. Indeed, it never had. Azerbaijan had never had any 
ability to impose a blockade on Armenia, given that a blockade is an effort 
to prevent a country from trading with other countries. Azerbaijan had an 
embargo on Armenia, but did not and could not prevent it from trading 
with other neighbors. Armenia had, incidentally, itself imposed an embargo 
on Nakhichevan. More important, well before President George H.W. 
Bush‘s signature on the Freedom Support Act had dried, Azerbaijani citi-
zens were fleeing Armenian military campaigns on Azerbaijan‘s own terri-
tory. As early as mid-1993 the UN Security Council—which includes the 
United States as a permanent member—was characterizing Armenian ac-
tions in the conflict as aggression, even as a federal law remained on the 
books in the United States implicitly defining Azerbaijan as the aggressor. 

It should be noted that successive U.S. administrations were opposed to 
section 907a, correctly perceiving it as an impediment to a constructive 
American role in the Caucasus, in particular to the United States‘ ability to 

act as an evenhanded mediator between the warring parties. In spite of this, 
no president has found it worth the expenditure of political capital to ac-
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tively seek removal of the item from U.S. law. Pro-Azerbaijani members of 
Congress have managed to ―nibble away‖ at the edges of section 907a, for 

example, by granting Azerbaijan access to the Overseas Private Investment 
Corporation and the Trade Development Agency.19 Only in 2002, in the 
wake of 9/11, which brought a realization of the need for military coopera-
tion with Azerbaijan, did Congress grant the president the authority to issue 
an annual waiver of the offending item, a prerogative presidents Bush and 
Obama have both consistently exercised.  

Section 907a had a profound effect on America‘s relations with Azerbai-
jan. Its most important impact was on the level of public opinion, as Azer-
baijanis responded with disbelief and a feeling that they had been deceived 
and humiliated, which caused their once highly favorable view of the Unit-
ed States to gradually change. The impact of Section 907a on Azerbaijani 
public opinion is most strongly felt among the displaced persons from the 
conflict area, who on the whole take a much more negative view of the 
United States than is held by the population in general. In retrospect, it is 
remarkable that America has been able to retain relatively high approval 
ratings in Azerbaijan, higher than those it receives in many Western Euro-
pean countries. Contrary to the general view in Washington, the waiver of 
Section 907a did little to help matters. While Azerbaijani diplomats and 
politicians are somewhat content with the waiver, many Azerbaijanis are 
now acutely aware that they are subject to this yearly ritual of judgment, 
which they understand as a form of blackmail: by keeping section 907a on 
the books, the United States retains a form of leverage against the Azerbai-
jani government whose apparent purpose is to ensure that it does not en-
gage in an effort to restore its territorial integrity unilaterally and by force. 
In practice, the issue is losing relevance since Azerbaijan, with its financial 
strength, does not need U.S. assistance. The symbolic effect nevertheless 
remains. 
 

The Middle Years: Evolution of Relations 

 
Gradually, other players in American policymaking developed an interest 
in Azerbaijan. The two most prominent were the oil industry and the De-
partment of Defense. Both would play a major role in restoring the balance 
in U.S. treatment of Azerbaijan and Armenia. 

It has been said that, at least until September 2001, oil was the major is-
sue driving U.S. interest in the Caspian region. Yet the role of the defense 
establishment as one of the early promoters of a U.S. role there should not 
be underestimated. As Elizabeth Sherwood-Randall observed in 1998, 
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―The importance of Transcaucasian oil in driving American policy has 
been exaggerated. From the perspective of the Department of Defense, the 
biggest concern was with the role of the new post-Soviet military estab-
lishments in the Caucasian republics.‖

20 As early as 1994, the Defense 
Department began arguing for closer engagement with the countries of the 
South Caucasus because of their strategic location, notably their proximity 
to Russia and Iran.  

That said, the influence of the energy issue is incontrovertible. By the 
mid-1990s, the U.S. government had developed a doctrine of ―multiple 

pipelines,‖ in an effort to ensure that Caspian Sea energy resources were 

exported westward.21 This was a strategic move, dictated not by any illu-
sions of Caspian oil feeding U.S. markets but by an understanding of the 
role of energy in the building of independent states and of these states‘ role 

in regional and global energy security. This strategy sought to prevent Iran 
from becoming a transit corridor for Caspian oil, and to avert a Russian 
monopoly over transit routes. Significantly, it did not seek to marginalize 
Russia: one U.S.-supported project was the Caspian Consortium pipeline 
link between Kazakhstan‘s Caspian Sea coast and the Russian Black Sea 
port of Novorossiysk. The policy was thus anti-monopolistic—in that it 
sought to prevent Russian dominance over Caspian exports—but not anti-
Russian. This strategy, the earliest evidence of a long-term goal for the 
region actively supported by U.S. policies, led to the development of an 
interest in Azerbaijan, the source of a significant portion of Caspian oil, 
and in the potential transit corridor to the West for Kazakhstani and Turk-
menistani energy resources, for which the United States sought construc-
tion of a trans-Caspian pipeline. 

The major Western oil companies found themselves supporting many of 
the Azerbaijani government‘s objectives. The Caspian Sea‘s status was one 

example: Russia and Iran sought a condominium of riparian states over the 
sea‘s resources and wanted foreign companies out. The Azerbaijani and 
Kazakhstani stance, that the sea should be segmented into national sectors, 
was much more in line with the interests of the oil companies, which pre-
ferred working with governments that needed their presence, and therefore 
accorded the companies concessions under what turned out to be very ad-
vantageous conditions. Likewise, the instability in the Caucasus was a 
threat to the companies‘ long-term operations there, which led them to 
push their home governments to help stabilize the region and aid in its 
economic development.  

Though the Russian defeat in the war in Chechnya in 1996 did not di-
rectly affect Azerbaijan, it had immense implications for the South Cauca-
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sus. It weakened Russia‘s ability to project power in the region, and em-
boldened independent-minded leaders such as Heydar Aliyev and Geor-
gia‘s Eduard Shevardnadze. Equally important, it changed American and 
European perceptions of Russia as a great power, with the Caucasus as its 
natural backyard. These changes of perception accelerated America‘s en-
gagement with the region. In January 1996, the United States took up the 
position of permanent co-chair of the Minsk Group, thereby becoming the 
leading force in seeking a resolution to the Karabakh conflict. In March, 
President Clinton‘s National Security Advisor, Samuel Berger, singled out 
China, Turkey, and the Caucasus as areas of special emphasis and stressed 
Washington‘s intention to step up its involvement in the Caucasus and 
Central Asia.22 In July, Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott stated that 
the South Caucasus and Central Asia constituted ―a strategically vital re-
gion‖ for the United States, and that what happened there ―matter[ed] pro-
foundly‖ to America.

23 That month also marked a milestone in Azerbaijani 
diplomacy, as President Aliyev was invited to the United States on an offi-
cial visit to the Clinton White House.  

Official statements regarding U.S. policy toward the region now formal-
ly acknowledged energy development and the creation of an east-west 
energy transport corridor, as well as security cooperation, as explicit Amer-
ican interests aside from the building of democratic institutions and conflict 
resolution.24 In 1999, support for U.S. engagement with the region took 
legislative form in the Silk Road Strategy Act, sponsored by Republican 
senator Sam Brownback.25 Azerbaijan was also singled out in Zbigniew 
Brzezinski‘s 1997 volume The Grand Chessboard as one of five strategi-
cally pivotal countries in Eurasia, along with Ukraine, Turkey, Uzbekistan, 
and Iran.26 

By 2000, it was apparent that U.S. policy had evolved considerably since 
1992. Armenia‘s cordial ties with Iran, its close relationship with Moscow, 

and its foreign and security dependence on Russia meant that it was unwil-
ling or unable to pursue the type of pro-Western policies preferred by 
Azerbaijan and Georgia. Even when Armenia did so, it was with greater 
hesitancy than was shown by its two neighbors, as in the Kosovo conflict. 
Indeed, Baku had begun to make itself useful to the United States, starting 
with small steps such as contributing to Western efforts in the Kosovo 
conflict and being an example of a secular Muslim state that had good 
relations with Israel. These efforts ensured a sound footing for the spike in 
the quality of relations that would occur after September 11, 2001. 
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America and Azerbaijan in the Post-9/11 World 

 
For the South Caucasus, the immediate effect of the terrorist attacks of 9/11 
was to make security issues the focus of U.S. policy, and to inaugurate an 
intensive but short-lived period of positive and productive relations with 
Azerbaijan.  

Following 9/11, Azerbaijan was one of the first countries to extend sup-
port to the United States and to offer full access to its facilities. This drove 
home the point that the level of independence among post-Soviet states was 
directly correlated to their response to 9/11. Countries with independent 
foreign policies such as Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Uzbekistan reacted rapid-
ly and positively, whereas those dependent on Russia, such as Armenia, 
were constricted by the need to consult Moscow before determining what 
kind of support they would offer America.  

In concrete terms, Azerbaijan played an indispensable part in supporting 
the U.S. military campaign against the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanis-
tan. Without U.S. access to Azerbaijan‘s airspace, prosecution of the war 

would have been severely impeded. Transit from NATO countries through 
Iran was a nonstarter, and Russia offered only limited transit rights. The 
situation seemed to confirm Brzezinski‘s notion of Azerbaijan as a pivotal 

state for U.S. strategic interests, and brought an immediate benefit: the 
waiver of Section 907a was passed by the U.S. Congress in early 2002. The 
Bush administration then sought to end the parity in military aid to Azer-
baijan and Armenia, intending to send four times as much aid to Azerbai-
jan, although Congress usually prevented that, keeping parity between the 
two belligerents in spite of Pentagon requests.  

The honeymoon in U.S.-Azerbaijani relations lasted well into the Iraq 
war, as Azerbaijan was one of only half a dozen Muslim countries to take 
part in the so-called coalition of the willing, and one of only three Muslim-
majority countries (the other being Albania and Kazakhstan) to contribute 
troops to the Iraq operation. The Bush administration also continued to 
support the east-west transportation corridor and the building of the Baku-
Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, though less fervently than its predecessor. 

The U.S.-Azerbaijani relationship nevertheless soon became marred by 
the familiar problem of governance and democracy. This time, develop-
ments in both the United States itself and Azerbaijan combined to sour 
relations. At issue in the United States was the growing conviction that 
democracy was the best long-term antidote to terrorism. Indeed, in his 
second term, President George W. Bush would make the ―freedom agenda‖ 

an increasingly important part of his foreign policy. This trend in American 
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foreign policy coincided with the ―color revolutions‖ in Georgia and 
Ukraine, which had important implications for Azerbaijan. As discussed in 
chapter 6 of the present volume, the peaceful revolution that made Georgia 
an exemplar of democratic transition in Western eyes coincided with the 
handover of power from Heydar Aliyev to Ilham Aliyev, which was widely 
understood, simplistically, as nothing more than a dynastic succession. The 
succession prompted stereotypes of Heydar Aliyev that focused on his 
Politburo and KGB past; Ilham Aliyev also suffered from negative charac-
terizations by the Western news media. 

Prior to the 2003 Rose Revolution, Georgia under Eduard Shevardnadze 
had looked chaotic in comparison to Azerbaijan, which had a reasonably 
orderly and relatively pluralistic sociopolitical environment. Consequently, 
the Azerbaijani leadership had been able to prevent governance issues from 
rising to the top of the agenda in relations with the United States. Had the 
Rose Revolution not occurred, it is doubtful whether the American reaction 
to the transition of power in Azerbaijan, which also took place in 2003, 
would have been as enduring as it was. In any case, the conjecture of 
events made Azerbaijan look bad at a moment when one of its next-door 
neighbors was looking very good.  

This period of turmoil in regional politics also coincided with the grow-
ing difficulties that beset the Bush administration‘s Iraq adventure, which 
led it to accord less attention to Central Asia and the Caucasus. One of the 
first clearly attributable outcomes of this development was the deterioration 
and collapse of the U.S.-Uzbekistani strategic partnership in 2005. While 
Uzbekistan is clearly not comparable to Azerbaijan, having a much more 
authoritarian system, the dynamics of the relationship itself do bear some 
resemblance. In both cases, American policy lost track of the multiple in-
terests at stake, allowing the establishment of an emphasis on governance 
and democracy, while strategic and energy issues were allowed to slide 
into the background. Moreover, in both cases the Russian leadership was 
quick to pick up where America left off, enticing each country‘s leadership 

with offers of political and military support that would include backing 
against presumed domestic revolutionary challengers. In Uzbekistan, this 
combination of events led to a drastic reorientation of the country‘s foreign 

policy, but also to an equally visible deterioration of the already problemat-
ic domestic situation. 

America succeeded in avoiding such an outcome in Azerbaijan, despite 
persistent Russian courting of Heydar Aliyev and, later, Ilham Aliyev, and 
strong pressure by the ―old guard‖ within the government to move closer to 

Moscow. Baku did hedge its bets by improving relations with both Mos-
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cow and Tehran, but did not react emotionally and downgrade its U.S. 
relations. Yet Washington‘s messages to Baku were increasingly contradic-
tory. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld visited Baku repeatedly, as-
suring the Azerbaijani leadership of the importance the United States as-
signed to Azerbaijan in its regional policies. Meanwhile, an entirely differ-
ent stance was taken by the State Department, which focused on issues of 
governance and democratization as prerequisites for improved relations.  

It was anticipated that the 2005 parliamentary elections would burnish 
Azerbaijan‘s democratic credentials in a way that would restore relations to 

the previously enjoyed level. Yet in spite of improvements that, arguably, 
made the 2005 process more pluralistic than past votes, the remaining irre-
gularities, especially in ballot counting, led the U.S. leadership to question 
whether Azerbaijan had indeed shown a commitment to political reform.  

Ilham Aliyev finally received a symbolically important invitation to 
Washington in spring 2006. This likely was extended in great part because 
of the Uzbekistan debacle and Washington‘s realization that it was losing 
ground in the strategic arc comprising the post-Soviet states of the South 
Caucasus and Central Asia. The visit‘s reverberations were comparable to 

those of Heydar Aliyev‘s 1997 visit in conferring a sense of international 
legitimacy on Ilham Aliyev‘s presidency. More important, the visit allowed 

for the restoration of a dialogue on many fronts that had been left lagging, 
and a renewed American engagement on the entire span of issues forming 
the U.S.-Azerbaijani relationship. This process would have been crowned 
by a resolution to the Karabakh conflict, which American diplomats 
worked hard to achieve, but this was not to be. 
  

Another Transitory Renewal of U.S. Interest  

 
The 2006 renewal of U.S. attention to Azerbaijan proved temporary. Espe-
cially after the Republican Party lost control of both houses of Congress in 
the 2006 U.S. congressional elections, the Bush administration seemed to 
lose steam on most foreign policy issues, focusing almost exclusively on 
staving off failure in Iraq. The ―surge‖—the increase in the number of U.S. 
troops in the country that began in early 2007—succeeded in helping to 
stabilize the security situation, but meanwhile, conditions in Afghanistan 
continued to deteriorate. In the South Caucasus, U.S. efforts to resolve the 
conflict over Karabakh lost momentum, as did American involvement in 
energy politics and in diplomatic consultations in general with regional 
states. The November 2006 departure of Secretary Rumsfeld, a strong ad-
vocate of the region‘s importance within the U.S. government, had much to 
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do with this disengagement. Rumsfeld‘s successor, Robert Gates, showed 
little interest in the region until visiting Baku in 2010, preferring to focus-
ing solely on Afghanistan and Iraq. 

The Bush administration belatedly turned its attention to two remaining 
issues concerning Eastern Europe: recognition of the sovereignty of Koso-
vo, and the inclusion of aspiring members Georgia and Ukraine to the 
NATO Membership Action Plan at the April 2008 NATO summit in Bu-
charest. Guided perhaps by the remnants of the freedom agenda, these 
efforts seemed to constitute an effort to consolidate the gains during Bush‘s 

presidency and improve security in Eastern Europe. While Baku strongly 
disagreed with the Kosovo decision, the move to put Georgia and Ukraine 
on the path to NATO membership was positive from an Azerbaijani pers-
pective. The effort in Bucharest failed, however, as Washington failed to 
enlist the support of major European allies, chiefly among them Germany. 
An important and tragic consequence was the stimulation of Moscow‘s 

long-standing ambition to subdue Georgia, which it did in its August 2008 
invasion.27 The slow-coming, ineffectual U.S. reaction to the war—
Washington left the handling of the crisis to the EU and did very little to 
support its chief ally in the South Caucasus, Georgia—sent shock waves 
throughout the region, and had important implications for Azerbaijani stra-
tegic thinking. In summary, these implications were that Russia was both 
willing and able to use outright military force to accomplish its foreign 
policy objectives; that no player, particularly not the West, was willing or 
able to prevent such behavior; that the West was therefore not a reliable 
partner in the issues that mattered most to post-Soviet states, that is, inde-
pendence, security, and sovereignty; and finally, that initiating democratic 
reforms in Russia‘s backyard was a very dangerous enterprise.28 As such, 
the events vindicated Baku‘s policy of avoiding dependence on any single 

great power and its efforts to build positive relations with Russia and Iran; 
but at the same time, it undermined much of the basis for Azerbaijan‘s 

foreign policy and its reliance on a Euro-Atlantic orientation as the best 
way for the country to secure its independence.  

Matters deteriorated even further during the first year of the presidency 
of Barack Obama. To begin with, the Obama administration showed a 
distinct lack of interest in European affairs, especially those of Eastern 
Europe. This was seen most clearly in its decision to unilaterally shelve 
plans for the deployment of missile defense programs in Poland and the 
Czech Republic, and in the relatively tepid American support for Geor-
gia—including deferring to Moscow in implementing a de facto arms em-
bargo on Georgia. In the context of the ―reset‖ diplomacy with Russia and 
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a singular focus on arms control issues, Washington‘s interest in the Cas-
pian region in general and Azerbaijan in particular dropped to historic 
lows.  

As if that were not bad enough, the administration‘s only real initiative 
in the region was a slap in the face to Azerbaijan. As detailed in chapter 14 
of the present volume, the administration exerted strong pressure for the 
opening of the Turkish-Armenian border, largely as a way of extricating 
itself from candidate Obama‘s promises to recognize the 1915 massacre of 

Armenians as genocide. While this was a laudable project in itself, the U.S. 
government did not in parallel increase its efforts to resolve the Armenian-
Azerbaijani conflict. Quite to the contrary, the administration explicitly put 
that issue on the back burner, strongly urging the delinking of the two 
processes, something that was clearly contrary to Azerbaijani interests. 
There was hardly even a serious effort to engage Baku in the process or to 
keep it informed of events involving Turkey and Armenia. Only after 
Baku‘s protests had forced a correction of Turkey‘s stance in the matter, 

and Ilham Aliyev had cancelled his attendance at the summit of the Alli-
ance of Civilizations in Istanbul in April 2009, did Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton call President Aliyev to seek to obtain his attendance, 
promising a meeting with President Obama. In an indication of the level to 
which U.S.-Azerbaijani relations had deteriorated, Aliyev declined.  

In 2010, the Administration‘s failure for almost a year to nominate an 

ambassador to Azerbaijan exacerbated the relationship further, leading 
Azerbaijani officials to overtly criticize the United States, while the ana-
lytical community in Washington began sounding alarm bells the the U.S. 
was losing an important ally. Finally, in spring 2010, the Administration 
seems to have pushed the damage control button, as Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates traveled to Baku to shore up the relationship, carrying a letter 
from President Obama. The visit was followed up by a visit by Secretary of 
State Clinton, indicating the understanding in Washington that the relation-
ship was important. Still, the Administration seemed mainly preoccupied 
by Azerbaijan‘s importance for the logistics of the Afghanistan operation. 

Whether the newfound interest in Azerbaijan would be sustained remained 
to be seen as this book went to press. 
 

Europe and Azerbaijan: The EU Continues to Punch 

Below Its Weight 

 
The Washington-Baku relationship clearly has experienced ups and downs 
in the nearly two decades since Azerbaijan‘s independence. Nevertheless, it 
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is clear that American thinking on Azerbaijan has developed over time, and 
that a constituency of American officials, businesspeople, and scholars 
knowledgeable about the country has emerged.  

As far as Europe is concerned, despite the proximity of Azerbaijan, a 
policy has yet to develop. Though Europe has gradually moved to take a 
more active role in the South Caucasus, its presence in the region remains 
limited. In a sense, because of its inability to pool its considerable re-
sources, Europe has continued to punch below its weight in the region two 
decades after the Soviet republics of the South Caucasus became indepen-
dent states. This weak performance relates, of course, to the slow develop-
ment of a common European foreign policy in general. But it is also linked 
to the weaker nature of strategic thinking in Europe as compared to Ameri-
ca, and to a stronger desire in many European capitals not to step on Rus-
sia‘s toes. Because Europe is made up, in large part, of former colonial 

powers, Russian neocolonial and neo-imperial policies are met with greater 
tolerance in Europe than in the United States, itself a onetime European 
colony.  
 

Impediments to a Coherent European Strategy 

 
Given Europe‘s economic strength and the power of attraction that the 

European integration project has inspired, it is little wonder that Europe 
should be understood in regions such as the South Caucasus as a unitary 
entity, with ensuing expectations. The EU‘s role in the turnaround of the 

countries of Eastern and Central Europe, with which the South Caucasus 
shared many similarities only a decade ago, only serves to intensify these 
expectations. But, as elsewhere, there is confusion as to what the EU really 
is. Is it an emerging federal superstate or an international organization? 
This confusion, coupled with Europe‘s own mixed messages, not only has 

contributed to growing expectations of a European role in the region, but 
has prompted speculation about eventual EU membership for the countries 
of the South Caucasus. 

The EU has an ambition to be a global economic and political power-
house. In spite of setbacks such as the Balkan wars in the 1990s, Europe is 
still seen by many of its own residents and politicians as both a partner and 
a counterweight to the United States. Its ambitious project of simultaneous-
ly widening and deepening the EU in the early 2000s testified to this. This, 
in turn, has contributed to Europe being viewed, from the South Caucasus, 
as an entity somehow comparable to the United States, with its geographic 
proximity being an added factor in its regional regard. 
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Yet the weakness of European foreign and security policy and the diffi-
cult adjustment to an EU consisting of twenty-seven member states has 
crippled Europe‘s ability to play a coherent role in the region. The result is 
a kind of limbo status for the EU. Until the Treaty of Lisbon took effect at 
the end of 2009, Europe‘s internal divisions and bureaucratic consensus 

mechanisms made proactive policies in foreign affairs the exception rather 
than the rule. Except in times of acute crisis, Europe was unlikely to take 
initiatives; inertia was the standard mode. Even with the Lisbon treaty 
having gone into effect, it will likely take several years for the new deci-
sion-making system mandated in the treaty to be fully implemented. 
Second, the 2004–07 expansion from fifteen to twenty-seven member 
states took a toll on the EU. Coinciding with the Iraq war, it exposed the 
differences between the Union‘s old member states and its new, predomi-
nantly eastern members. As they (and some old members) sided with 
Washington rather than the Paris-Berlin axis, it became painfully clear that 
a twenty-seven-member EU was too large and unruly for even a powerful 
Franco-German alliance to dominate. This realization contributed signifi-
cantly to the aversion to enlargement that developed, and to cautious if not 
hostile views toward European engagement in the South Caucasus. Espe-
cially among the oldest member states of the EU, there is now a sense of a 
need to restore Europe‘s core institutions before moving to taking on a 

greater role in the East.  
Enlargement of the EU (along with NATO expansion) nonetheless 

brought long-term tangible benefits to the countries of the South Caucasus, 
including Azerbaijan. The new EU members were considerably more At-
lanticist than ―old Europe,‖ and showed a much greater interest in—and 
understanding of—the predicament of the nations of the South Caucasus. 
Moreover, the new members seemed to possess a greater capacity to view 
Europe‘s role in the region in strategic terms. Poland, the Baltic states, and 
Romania stood out as countries pushing back against the policies of the EU 
and NATO in the region. The first indication of the role these states would 
play was shown in the European reaction to the 2004 disputed Ukrainian 
election: the states of Eastern and Central Europe took a leading role in 
alerting EU institutions to the ramifications of the events in Ukraine. In-
deed, it is unlikely that Europe‘s reaction would have been as strong if 

these states had not been members. For the long term, the 2004–07 cadre 
provides the countries of the South Caucasus with an emerging core consti-
tuency in the EU that will gain in strength and importance as its members 
integrate fully into Union institutions. The inauguration in 2008 of the 
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Eastern Partnership, an EU effort to build multilateral relations with former 
Soviet republics within continental Europe, is one proof of that.  

Europe‘s role in the region is nevertheless likely, even in the longer 

term, to remain marred by the lack of a coherent strategy, and by the diffi-
culties of bringing its member states to act in unison in a region where their 
interests sometimes diverge. These structural impediments to an EU role in 
the region need to be thoroughly understood—not in order to belittle Euro-
pean activities in the Caucasus, but in order to view them as a backdrop to 
the slowly evolving European role in the region. 
 

The Development of European Policies 

 
In the first decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Caucasus did 
not have an important place among Europe‘s perceived interests. In the 

early 1990s, the European states and the EU as a whole remained wary of 
involvement, the exception being the consecutive roles of Italy, Sweden, 
and Finland in the OSCE Minsk Group on the Armenian-Azerbaijani con-
flict. European states nevertheless gradually did become important donor 
countries to the South Caucasus in terms of development cooperation, pri-
marily assisting Georgia and Armenia. For instance, the EU launched a 
visionary though eventually unrealized transport infrastructure develop-
ment project, Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA), as 
well as the Interstate Oil and Gas Transport to Europe (INOGATE) project, 
which fared somewhat better. France became cochair of the OSCE Minsk 
Group in 1997, a role that gave it the opportunity to play a part in the 
process surrounding conflict resolution in Karabakh, and British corporate 
interests in Azerbaijan‘s energy sector, led by BP, made London an impor-
tant player in the region. But despite these steps, which should not be mi-
nimized, Europe‘s approach remained cautious and tentative. During the 

1990s, Europe was hampered by crises that were much more urgent and 
much closer to home, primarily the Balkan wars, and by the absence of a 
common European foreign and security policy—a structural problem that 
makes comparison with the United States less than fair. Indeed, the Balkan 
experience showed the difficulties that prevented European states from 
acting rapidly and in unison to manage serious crises in Europe‘s own 

neighborhood. As far as the Caucasus was concerned, Europe did not feel 
that it had important interests at stake in the region, and therefore remained 
largely aloof.  

By the dawn of the twenty-first century Europe itself had changed, with 
an ambition to act more cohesively in the external arena. Moreover, the 
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need for a more visible presence in the Caucasus had come to be recog-
nized in many quarters, even though the skeptics remained numerous.29 
War was once again raging in Chechnya, European corporate concerns had 
interests in the Caspian Sea energy resources, and the European focus on 
democratization and good governance in its neighborhood was being in-
creasingly emphasized in the South Caucasus. Georgia joined the Council 
of Europe in 1999, and Armenia and Azerbaijan followed suit in 2001. The 
military operations in Afghanistan in late 2001 increased not only Ameri-
can but also European perceptions of the strategic value of the Caucasus 
corridor to Central Asia. During the 2001 Swedish presidency of the EU, 
the EU troika, led by Anna Lindh, made its first-ever visit to the three 
countries of the South Caucasus. Once consigned to oblivion, the South 
Caucasus was slowly becoming an ―issue‖ in Europe. Successive EU pres-
idencies groped for a way to deal with the conflict-ridden and elusive re-
gion, yet each never managed to accord the South Caucasus a priority posi-
tion in its six months of fame. It became clear that, unlike other areas, the 
South Caucasus did not have important member state ―sponsors‖ who 

could bring the region up to a prominent position on the EU agenda.  
Moreover, the three states of the South Caucasus had differing agendas 

regarding Euro-Atlantic integration. Georgia was the most vocal and ambi-
tious, desiring both NATO and EU membership. Azerbaijan was more 
discreet but nonetheless committed, while Armenia, though forced to con-
sider its dependence on Russia, gradually and significantly accelerated its 
interaction with NATO and the EU.  

The South Caucasus‘ lack of a strong sponsor within the EU turned out 
to be a serious drawback when the ―Wider Europe‖ framework was being 

designed by the EU to provide a form of cooperation with neighboring 
countries. In spring 2003, when the EU launched the European Neighbor-
hood Policy, under which it offered adjacent states ―a privileged relation-
ship, building upon a mutual commitment to common values (democracy 
and human rights, rule of law, good governance, market economy prin-
ciples, and sustainable development),‖30 the South Caucasus countries 
were literally reduced to a footnote in the document.31 Countries such as 
Libya and Syria were included in the initiative, even though they were not 
members of Euro-Atlantic institutions such as the Council of Europe or 
NATO‘s Partnership for Peace, and had foreign policies with much less of 
a European vocation. Such treatment of the South Caucasus caused con-
sternation in the region, and came rapidly to be understood as a mistake 
even in Brussels. 
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A New Wind? 

 
A series of events combined to make the EU shift positions and decide, in 
spring 2004, to incorporate the South Caucasus into the European Neigh-
borhood Policy.  

First of all, in July 2003 the Union appointed an EU special representa-
tive to the South Caucasus, Finnish diplomat (and onetime Minsk Group 
co-chair) Heikki Talvitie. Talvitie was based in Helsinki, not Brussels; his 
mission was financed with Finnish funds; and he was given a limited 
mandate. This appointment showed the evolution of European intent, but 
betrayed the lack of institutional readiness on the part of the EU to take a 
serious role in the region. 

The outbreak of Georgia‘s Rose Revolution in late 2003 brought the 

South Caucasus further attention within the EU, just as expansion of the 
Union was creating a constituency of member states with an interest in the 
region. With its impressive reforms following the revolution, Georgia put 
the region‘s best foot forward; nonetheless, the South Caucasus as a whole 
was experiencing impressive economic growth and reform that further 
whetted European interest. Azerbaijan‘s world-leading economic progress 
led the way, but all three states of the South Caucasus were among the top 
ten economies in the world in terms of growth of gross domestic product 
for the period 2005–08. Such findings signaled a substantial change from 
the economic free fall of the mid-1990s. Economic reforms made the re-
gional states credible economic and trade partners in spite of enduring 
problems with armed conflict, excessive bureaucracy, and corruption. The 
Caucasus was no longer just a trouble spot, but a region with potential. In 
late 2004, the Orange Revolution in Ukraine further emphasized the chang-
ing character of the wider Black Sea region, of which the South Caucasus 
is a part.  

Finally, in 2006, the opening of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline could 
not have been better timed, occurring as it did in a period of increasing 
European concern over Russia‘s reliability as an energy supplier, following 

Moscow‘s increasingly blatant use of energy as a political lever against 
Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia. Before the Ukrainian gas crisis of 2006, 
which prompted Europe to take energy security issues more seriously, 
Azerbaijan was seen mainly as a troublesome member of the Council of 
Europe. By spring 2006, however, Azerbaijani officials detected a positive 
change in European attitudes, focusing mainly on the possibility of import-
ing Azerbaijani gas from the Shah-Deniz field to Europe via the Nabucco 
pipeline, then under construction. 
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European institutions began to rise to the challenge. Swedish diplomat 
Peter Semneby was appointed to succeed Heikki Talvitie as the EU‘s spe-
cial representative to the South Caucasus in 2006, and was granted an ex-
panded mandate so as to enable a more active Union role in the Caucasus. 

That said, EU efforts toward the South Caucasus remained ad hoc, de-
pending largely on the interests of individual European politicians rather 
than institutional processes. Moreover, the growing tensions in Russian-
Georgian relations led Georgia to consume the overwhelming majority of 
Europe‘s attention toward the region, though as the events of August 2008 

showed, this was not without reason. Nevertheless, the Georgian focus 
meant that Azerbaijan largely fell outside the European purview, since 
European leaders seemed inclined to intervene reactively to contain crises 
rather than take a proactive and holistic approach to the South Caucasus as 
a region. The French EU presidency‘s intervention to mediate a cease-fire 
in the Russian-Georgian war is the most prominent example. The war 
showed that the South Caucasus was indeed part of Europe in security 
terms, and that a crisis in the region would land in the EU‘s lap whether it 

wanted it or not.  
In late 2008, partly in response to the war in Georgia, the EU launched 

the Eastern Partnership, an instrument to improve relations with six states 
on its eastern periphery, including the three South Caucasus countries. 
Initially underfunded, the Eastern Partnership nonetheless had great poten-
tial significance. It provided the possibility for Azerbaijan to integrate with 
the EU at a pace of its own choosing. In the longer term, the possibility of 
obtaining visa-free travel to Europe and deep free-trade agreements with 
the EU would enable countries in the EU‘s eastern neighborhood to har-
monize the overwhelming portion of their regulations and institutions with 
those of the Union. It has been estimated that a deep free-trade agreement 
would entail the incorporation of about 60 percent of the EU acquis com-

munautaire (i.e., the rights, and responsibilities that constitute EU member-
ship). That, in turn, would pave the way for possible membership if and 
when the political winds in the EU were once again amenable to enlarge-
ment.  

There was a twofold problem with the Eastern Partnership, however: it 
lacked a membership perspective, and it did not address the main concern 
of the regional states, namely security issues. Only in terms of the soft 
security that closer integration with the EU would provide could the East-
ern Partnership be said to play a role. As for membership, the question was 
left open. Neither did the instrument foresee the provision of major finan-
cial resources of the kind that had been made available to East-Central 
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Europe in the 1990s, though the Swedish presidency of late 2009 managed 
to secure substantial additional funding for the European Investment 
Bank‘s activities in the region. Clearly, the condition of the world economy 
in 2008–10 did not make the prospects of large financial packages likely. 
Thus, the Eastern Partnership mainly constituted an opportunity to engage 
in tedious reforms in decidedly dull areas such as the harmonization of 
phytosanitary standards for food and agriculture, competition law, and 
public procurement—without the carrot of membership that had mobilized 
reformist zeal in East-Central Europe.  

In spite of these shortcomings, Georgia and Ukraine jumped at this op-
portunity, while Azerbaijan was initially more cautious. The question for 
Baku was whether it had the political will to conduct the reforms needed 
for closer integration with the EU under the aegis of the Eastern Partner-
ship. For Azerbaijan, with its oil economy, the temptation to refrain from 
these deep reforms and remain an energy partner to Europe was clearly 
present. As it became increasingly clear that Europe was moving away 
from an interest in security affairs along its eastern periphery, and as the 
EU itself failed to mobilize consensus on the Nabucco pipeline, the cost-
benefit analysis of closer integration with Europe was by no means produc-
ing a clear-cut outcome for the Azerbaijani leadership. Although such inte-
gration would undoubtedly benefit the Azerbaijani economy as a whole 
over the longer term, not least in regard to economic diversification, the 
incentive structures were not yet strong enough to lead to action. 
 

Azerbaijan’s European Prospects 

 
As that rara avis, a secular Muslim country seeking integration with Euro-
Atlantic institutions, Azerbaijan faces uncertain but enticing prospects. 
Azerbaijan and Europe are developing an increasingly close trading rela-
tionship, highlighted by the westward movement of Azerbaijani energy 
supplies. Beyond that, however, the relationship‘s development is uncer-
tain, and dependent on the direction of both Azerbaijani and European 
politics. Given the weaker nature of strategic thinking in Europe, when 
compared to that in the United States, the governance and democratization 
factor is likely to remain more central to Europe‘s attitude to Azerbaijan, 

even in the face of growing European energy needs. A countervailing in-
terest in a strategic presence in the Caucasus is not equally visible in Eu-
rope. 

Perhaps the best indication of Azerbaijan‘s view of its relationship with 

Europe is provided by Turkey. President Ilham Aliyev and independent 
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Azerbaijani observers have kept a keen eye on EU-Turkish relations. Simp-
ly put, if the Union rejects Turkey‘s membership application, and this deci-
sion is perceived as being based on the country‘s cultural identity, Azerbai-
jan will lose any remaining hope of eventual integration with the West. If, 
on the other hand, the EU eventually embraces Turkish membership, Azer-
baijan will conclude that Europe‘s gates may be open to it as well, and, 

moreover, that Europe is indeed built on common values and is not the 
proverbial ―Christian club.‖  

In the meantime, the Azerbaijani leadership maintains a healthy level of 
skepticism. Starting with the president—who experienced this firsthand in 
his parliamentary work in the Council of Europe—Azerbaijani officials see 
themselves as being held at a greater distance than their two South Cauca-
sus neighbors, with Armenia and Georgia receiving preferential treatment 
on account of their shared Christian background. Perhaps this perception 
will change with greater exchanges between Azerbaijan and Europe, but 
this will depend more on the course of European politics than on Azerbai-
jan itself. 

 
Euro-Atlantic Institutions and Azerbaijan 

 
An important aspect of the Euro-Atlantic community‘s presence in the 

South Caucasus is the role of multilateral institutions such as the Council 
of Europe and NATO, and to some degree the OSCE. Compared to the EU, 
the Council of Europe and NATO have been present in the South Caucasus 
to an extent not often sufficiently acknowledged, and have played an im-
portant role in the development of Azerbaijan‘s relationship with the West. 

Indeed, these two organizations have, with the United States, been the 
leading forces of progress and democratization in the South Caucasus.  

Azerbaijan joined the Council of Europe in 2002. Though some Azerbai-
jani officials may initially have seen membership mainly in symbolic 
terms, as a token of membership in the European family, the actual impor-
tance Baku attached to its participation is best illustrated by the decision, 
during Heydar Aliyev‘s rule, to have Ilham Aliyev lead Azerbaijan‘s dele-
gation to the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe. Yet aside 
from symbolic value, membership turned out to have immense practical 
importance, to a degree that Azerbaijani officials had perhaps not envi-
saged. Indeed, Azerbaijan subjected itself to unrelenting scrutiny of its 
efforts to meet the conditions of membership while its application was 
under consideration. Subsequently, the Council of Europe has become a 
participant in the day-to-day process of institutional reform in Azerbaijan. 
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As for NATO, it is often viewed as a defense alliance. Yet especially 
since the end of the Cold War, the political element that is actually an es-
sential part of this alliance has become increasingly important. Indeed, 
NATO membership is based on the same democratic values that form the 
base for the Euro-Atlantic community in general, and NATO enlargement 
has gone forward in tandem with EU enlargement in terms of driving insti-
tutional and democratic reform. The standards required for NATO mem-
bership are perhaps less stringent than those set by the EU, yet NATO‘s 

appeal lies partly in its membership being more attainable than EU mem-
bership, and in the cooperative instrumentality of the Partnership for Peace. 
Indeed, the Partnership for Peace has grown into a formidable tool for sta-
bilization and security, because it allows partner countries to tailor their 
participation with NATO in the form of Individual Partnership Action 
Plans. 

Among countries of the Black Sea region, Azerbaijan has been one of 
the most active participants in the Partnership for Peace. Moreover, it has 
participated in peacekeeping operations under NATO‘s umbrella in Koso-
vo and Afghanistan, as well as in Iraq. And following its expansion into 
eastern and southeastern Europe in 2004, NATO has increasingly come to 
focus on relations with countries of the Black Sea basin. This focus is re-
lated to its role as leader of the allied military operation in Afghanistan, 
and has manifested itself in the decision to conduct an ―intensified dialo-
gue‖ with Ukraine and Georgia.  

Until 2004, Azerbaijan and Georgia were comparable as regards the de-
gree of their relations with NATO. Both contributed strongly to the Part-
nership for Peace, and they were seen as being on comparable tracks to 
integration with the alliance. Since then, however, as part of the move to-
ward more Western-style governance that followed the Rose Revolution, 
Georgia has embarked on a much more ambitious quest for NATO mem-
bership. Baku itself has not scaled back its commitment to a cooperative 
relationship with NATO, which has continued to prosper within the 
framework of its Individual Partnership Action Plan. However, it has re-
frained from Georgian-style expressions of enthusiasm for stepping onto 
the membership fast track. Azerbaijan‘s more measured pace of reform and 

its ambition to keep cordial relations with both Iran and Russia have cer-
tainly been key elements in this divergence. Where Georgia saw NATO 
membership as a guarantee of its security in the face of constant and excru-
ciating Russian pressure, Azerbaijan concluded that it could find a working 
language with Russia and Iran that did not prevent it from pursuing its core 
national interests, and that seeking NATO membership, a long shot in the 
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first place, would change that. Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Araz 
Azimov made this point openly in November 2009, stating that ―the coun-
tries that express a desire to enter into NATO encounter a certain jeopar-
dy,‖ and urging NATO to issue security guarantees to its partner countries, 

especially in the wake of the war in Georgia.32  
 

Conclusions: A Reorientation Away From the West? 

 
During 2009 there were growing signs of Azerbaijan‘s frustration with the 

West, spurring speculations of an Uzbek-style reorientation of Azerbaijani 
foreign policy toward Russia. Indeed, there has been a tendency on the part 
of the West to take Azerbaijan for granted, which has been manifested in 
combination with an apparent disengagement from the South Caucasus. At 
the same time, Russia has forcefully reasserted its influence in the region. 

A reorientation of Azerbaijani foreign policy is not impossible, and cer-
tainly gained support among the country‘s elites in the wake of the Russian 

war against Georgia. Nevertheless, such a turn of events is unlikely, espe-
cially if Western policies regain some direction. As the present chapter has 
shown, Azerbaijan‘s commitment to a pro-Western foreign policy is based 
not on whims but on rational calculations deriving from the long-standing 
perceptions of threats and interests outlined in chapter 11. As successive 
Azerbaijani leaders have continuously stated, this foreign policy choice has 
a strategic and long-term character. 

While Azerbaijan‘s relations with the West in this sense resemble Geor-
gia‘s, there are fundamental differences. Of greatest importance is that 
Azerbaijan has worked to keep itself from becoming dependent on Western 
support and protection to the degree that Georgia did. Thus, Baku devel-
oped relations with both Russia and Iran in order to reduce the threats from 
its larger neighbors. And whereas Georgia‘s leadership, under immense 

pressure from Moscow, used highly public actions and rhetoric to display 
its Western vocation, Azerbaijani leaders have operated much more dis-
creetly.  

Skepticism toward the West has developed among the Azerbaijani lea-
dership: there is simply a lack of trust that the West will genuinely embrace 
a Turkic, Muslim nation such as Azerbaijan and integrate it into its institu-
tions—and a reluctance to implement the reforms that would be needed. 

Azerbaijan thus finds itself in a position curiously similar to Turkey‘s. 

Europe, in President Ilham Aliyev‘s own words, is the only model for its 

political and economic development.33 This shows an awareness of the 
precarious geopolitical environment Azerbaijan finds itself in, and a dis-
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taste for the political systems of some of its neighbors—particularly Iran‘s. 

But Aliyev‘s assessment also shows a peculiar similarity to the logic be-
hind Kemal Atatürk‘s embrace of the West, which he defined as the ―level 

of contemporary civilization.‖ As Atatürk put it, ―It is nonsense to talk of 

our civilization and your civilization; at the present time there is only one 
civilization that is alive and advancing. We either join that or we are unci-
vilized.‖

34 
The West is attractive to Azerbaijan in great part because it offers a suc-

cessful model of development, and because Azerbaijani society does not 
find either an Iranian model or—more broadly speaking—an Islamic model 
relevant. Nor does Russia provide a viable alternative. The West has an 
added attraction, namely that affiliation would be voluntary, and would 
necessarily involve relations at something of a distance, as opposed to the 
Iranian and Russian models, with their connotations of compulsion and 
imperialism. Azerbaijani leaders may criticize the West for advancing its 
interests by advocating intrusively on behalf of a very particular political 
system. But given Azerbaijan‘s history, social makeup, and location, its 
elite has—much like its Turkish counterpart, in spite of reservations re-
garding the Islamic movement in Turkey—drawn the conclusion that 
Western-style democracy is clearly the best alternative available. There 
may be differences on the pace and extent of any adoption of the Western 
form of social and political organization. But there appears to be agreement 
on the strategic implications of a closer integration with the West, which is 
seen as a crucial factor in making Azerbaijan‘s independence irreversible. 

This is not only an elite project. Indeed, it could be argued that the Euro-
pean vocation is more deeply rooted in Azerbaijan than it is in Turkey. 
Russian colonization and Soviet rule were considerably more effective than 
the Kemalist revolution in inculcating European ways of life, most ob-
viously in bringing universal literacy. Moreover, as shown in previous 
chapters of the present volume, Azerbaijan‘s native intelligentsia is itself 

clearly and overwhelmingly European in orientation; even before Soviet 
rule, the clergy played next to no role in public debate. Similarly, polls 
measuring support for democratic values among the population show 
Azerbaijan aligning very clearly with countries in Central and Eastern 
Europe—and distancing itself ideologically from Russia, where support for 
strong leaders and authoritarian rule remains widespread. 

Azerbaijan is likely to continue to integrate with the West, though this 
process will probably witness both setbacks and successes. Setbacks, when 
they occur, will stem from Azerbaijan‘s own process of development and 

from political currents in the West. Most important will be the ability of 
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both parties to move forward in dealing with the three major baskets of 
issues in tandem, while not allowing progress on any one of the three—

whether it be security cooperation, energy and trade, or governance and 
democratization—either to flag or to occur with undue speed. 

Even more fundamental than the question of whether Azerbaijan will be 
a partner of the West is the question of whether Azerbaijan will be a part of 
the West. The answer, to borrow from Tadeusz Swietochowski, is that the 
country will always be quintessentially a borderland.35 As such, part of its 
identity definitely lies in Europe and the West. How big that part is can be 
debated, and certainly will be affected by the policies adopted by the lead-
ers of both Azerbaijan and the West. A heavy burden lies on the shoulders 
of Western leaders: if Azerbaijan is lost, it will be because the West has 
lost it. Given the direction of international affairs, Azerbaijan‘s role as a 

secular and somewhat pluralistic Muslim society is likely only to grow in 
importance for the West. Azerbaijan‘s strategic location on the doorstep of 

Central Asia and the Middle East should warrant a rising level of attention 
in Western capitals, while its energy resources, now online rather than 
simply projected, are making Azerbaijan a more equal partner with the 
West. 

Turkey‘s relationship with the West will bear immense importance for 
Azerbaijan. But Turkey‘s European vocation has a much stronger ideologi-
cal element to it, dating to the Ottoman reforms and the Kemalist revolu-
tion, which are the main reason why Turkey has pushed ahead with its 
ambitions of European integration in spite of continuous setbacks and Eu-
ropean resistance. Turkish leaders for decades made the European vocation 
and acceptance as a full member of the European family a part of the very 
identity of modern Turkey. Paradoxically, though Azerbaijan‘s society may 

be more deeply European than Turkey‘s, there is less of an identity factor 

at play. Azerbaijan is in the process of building its distinct national identi-
ty, and does not have the Kemalist heritage. As such, Azerbaijan‘s identity 
could survive without the West much better than Turkey‘s could. But that 

prospect should be of no comfort to Azerbaijan—nor to the West. 
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Epilogue 
 
 
 
 

The ambition of this book has been to shed light on the emergence of inde-
pendent Azerbaijan. It tells a story that includes many painful episodes, 
setbacks and challenges. Yet considering the starting point of independence 
less than two decades ago and taking into account the regional context in 
which Azerbaijan finds itself, the story is a remarkably positive one.  

Less than twenty years ago, Azerbaijan faced war, the fragmentation of 
the newborn country, a collapsed economy and political chaos. In the inter-
vening years, much has happened in Azerbaijan‘s neighborhood. To the 

north, there is deepening chaos in the Russian North Caucasus that has only 
been exacerbated by two wars in Chechnya. To the south, an increasingly 
beleaguered Iranian regime is challenging the world with its nuclear wea-
pons program while brutally suppressing its own population. To its west, 
Georgia has engendered many hopes with its rapid transformation, but also 
suffered a devastating invasion by its powerful northern neighbor. 

Azerbaijan still suffers from the fallout of one externally fomented con-
flict, that over Nagorno-Karabakh, which truly forms a shadow over the 
country. But as traumatic and costly as that conflict has been, it remains 
geographically contained. Most importantly, that conflict did not prevent 
the development and consolidation of Azerbaijan‘s state and economy. 

Indeed, in less than twenty years, many if not most of the essential institu-
tions of statehood have been built. Moreover, Azerbaijan can be termed the 
only state in the South Caucasus whose sovereignty is unquestioned, given 
Russia‘s influence over Armenia and its military challenge to Georgia‘s 

independence. 
Many have directed criticism at the needlessly heavy hand that the 

Azerbaijani authorities wield in domestic affairs, and the slow pace of 
political reform in the country. Much of this criticism is warranted, and this 
heavy hand has been widely publicized thanks to international and Azer-
baijani watchdog groups. Less publicized has been the factors that underlie 
these problems. As this book has sought to show, Azerbaijan‘s political 

system is one where formal institutions, such as the presidency and the 
governing bodies, have yet to fully replace informal forces as the true locus 
of authority. The authority of informal groupings traces its prominence 
back to pre-Soviet Azerbaijan‘s Khanates; yet the late Soviet period and 
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the unruly transition to independence permitted the consolidation and en-
trenchment of forces that are nominally loyal to the formal institutions of 
power, but which in reality exclusively pursue their own narrow interests. 
These forces are dominated by holdovers from the Soviet past, and help 
delay a generational shift in the country‘s elites. These forces, who inciden-
tally lend themselves to being manipulated by outside forces, contribute 
greatly to an environment in which capricious actions are taken, and where 
the rule of law is undermined. Thus, one of the greatest challenges for 
Azerbaijan and a prerequisite for its political development is whether the 
strength of informal power structures can be tamed and subjugated to for-
mal and accountable institutions. 

Azerbaijan‘s newfound prosperity has presented the country, and its 

population, with numerous opportunities. As unseemly as it may seem to 
criticize a country‘s growing prosperity, it must be pointed out that oil and 

gas remain among the worst ways to achieve prosperity. The fact that scho-
lars, based on the experience of the twentieth century, routinely talk of a 
―resource curse‖ suggests that the potential liabilities of oil-driven pros-
perity can be as substantial as the benefits. The fact that large chunks of the 
country‘s economy remain in the hands of the informal power wielders 

mentioned above is cause enough for concern, as is the dearth of examples 
of countries that have successfully managed a mainly oil-driven economy. 
Yet Azerbaijan‘s oil and gas resources are clearly also the chief factor that 

has enabled it to emerge as the strong and independent state that it is today. 
While Azerbaijan‘s leadership has continuously indicated an awareness of 

the problems associated with oil-led growth, the question is to what extent 
these problems can be—and are being—successfully mitigated. 

The development of Azerbaijan‘s politics and economy are, of course, 

strongly related to the many social issues that confront the country. The 
perhaps most important one is whether the state in the long term embraces 
or ignores the rural population. Given the size of Baku and its economic 
activity compared to the rest of the country, the risk that Baku would effec-
tively swallow Azerbaijan cannot be ignored. Bridging the divide between 
the city and the rest of the country will be a key challenge in the country‘s 

development. The future of the Karabakh issue will have a decisive effect: 
should Azerbaijan get the chance to begin redeveloping the large Western 
areas of the country currently under occupation, that may generate a sub-
stantial push for rural and regional development. 

In Azerbaijani society, the rise of the Azerbaijani language and the cul-
tural affirmation of Azerbaijani identity is one of the most noteworthy 
developments of the period since independence. The work of Azerbaijani 
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scholars to reclaim the country‘s history, otherwise written mainly by con-
querors and neighbors, remains a work in progress. Yet the process of cul-
tural reassertion has taken place in a generally benign manner, with little of 
the overt chauvinism that often accompanies such processes. Azerbaijani 
society is struggling to determine its own identity in relation both to its 
own rich history, and a multitude of external cultural forces, among which 
the West, Turkey, Russia, and the global Islamic culture are all making 
their mark.   

The realm of foreign policy—incidentally one where the informal power 
brokers have comparatively little influence—is one that Azerbaijan‘s lead-
ers have handled deftly, at least since 1994, with the single-minded purpose 
of consolidating Azerbaijan‘s independence and integrating it with the 

world. This success is an indication of what the country‘s leaders are able 

to achieve when unfettered from the informal power networks that wield 
such influence on domestic affairs. 

In the process of building itself up as an independent state, Azerbaijan 
has sought to align itself with the West. Yet as this book has discussed, 
there is a growing tendency for Azerbaijan‘s leaders to lean toward a ba-
lanced or ―multi-vectoral‖ foreign policy akin to the model that Kazakhstan 

pioneered a decade ago. The reasons for this tendency to emphasize rela-
tions with powers in all direction at the expense of a focus on integration 
with the West are many. Yet it is clear that the perception of Western dis-
engagement from the South Caucasus, exemplified by the watershed effect 
of the war in Georgia, has greatly reduced the West‘s appeal in Azerbaijan. 

The evolution of Azerbaijan‘s foreign relations in the longer terms will 
be greatly intertwined with the evolution of Azerbaijan‘s society and iden-
tity, as well as its political system. The country‘s two closest geographic 

and cultural neighbors—Iran and Turkey—are certain to have an outsize 
impact, not least because of the serious flux that both are experiencing, 
though in very different ways: while Turkey has been gravitating toward 
Islamic conservatism in the past decade, the theocracy in Iran appears in-
creasingly fragile. Looking ahead, the future of Iran could well be the sin-
gle most important external factor affecting Azerbaijan, given the intimate 
connections across the Araks river. 
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Bibliographical Note 
 
 
 
 

This book draws on a wealth of publications on Azerbaijan, ranging from 
news reports and articles in academic and policy journals to books. These 
sources are cited in the endnotes to the text. In place of simply replicating 
these references in a bibliography, this short bibliographic note aims to 
provide the reader with a guide to appropriate sources on Azerbaijan in the 
English language. The sources available are widely spread out; there are 
few book-length studies of Azerbaijan, and only a limited number of book 
chapters and academic articles on the country. Therefore, readers seeking 
further analysis on a particular subject will often need to consult a variety 
of sources. 

A number of guidebooks are available on Azerbaijan. The best is Mark 
Elliott‘s Azerbaijan with Excursions to Georgia, published by Trailblazer 
press. The guidebook is richly illustrated with the author‘s own hand-
drawn maps, provides much detail and useful suggestions for travelers both 
to Baku and the outlying regions of the country. A fourth edition was pub-
lished in 2010. 

Those seeking news and analysis of current events in Azerbaijan can 
consult several sources. One is the Central Asia-Caucasus Analyst 
(www.cacianalyst.org) edited by this author, which publishes biweekly 
analyses and field reports on the region. The Jamestown Foundation  
(jamestown.org) publishes the Eurasia Daily Monitor, which features regu-
lar updates on Azerbaijan. So does the Open Society Institute‘s Eurasia-

net.org website, as well as a numer of Baku-based news agencies and in-
ternet portals including today.az, news.az and Trend. 

The best literary introduction to the Caucasus and Azerbaijan is a novel, 
Ali and Nino, by Kurban Said, originally published in 1938. It is available 
in many editions and translations. Set in early twentieth century Baku, this 
geopolitical love story between an Azerbaijani boy and Georgian girl of 
noble origins captures the essence of the Caucasus in a way unsurpassed by 
subsequent works, and holds relevance to this day. The mystique and de-
bate surrounding the authorship of the novel only adds interest to the book. 

On the history of Azerbaijan, the work of Polish-American historian Ta-
deusz Swietochowski stands out. The most accomplished scholar writing 

http://www.cacianalyst.org/
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on Azerbaijan‘s history, Swietochowski is the author of numerous articles 

but especially two books: Russian Azerbaijan 1905–1920: The Shaping of 

National Identity in a Muslim Community (Cambridge University Press, 
1985), and Russia and Azerbaijan: A Borderland in Transition (Columbia 
University Press, 1995). He also co-authored, with Brian Collins, the His-

torical Dictionary of Azerbaijan, published by Scarecrow Press in 1999.  In 
2011, his Azerbaijan: Legacies of the Past and the Trials of Independence 

is scheduled to be published by Routledge. To this should be added Audrey 
Altstadt‘s major history of Azerbaijan, The Azerbaijani Turks: Power and 

Identity Under Russian Rule (Hoover Institution Press, 1992), whose publi-
cation coincided with the emergence of independent Azerbaijan, and which 
provides a detailed overview not least of the Soviet era. A valuable study 
of the emergence of the first Azerbaijani republic in 1918 is Firuz Kazem-
zadeh‘s, The Struggle for Transcaucasia, 1917–21 (New York: Philosophi-
cal Library, 1951, reprinted in 2008 by Anglo-Caspian press). 

Readers interested in an Azerbaijani perspective of the country‘s history 

can consult several works. The memoirs of Naki Keykurun, an Azerbaijani 
nationalist forced into exile following the Bolshevik revolution, The Me-

moirs of the National Liberation Movement in Azerbaijan, were published 
in 1998 by the Azerbaijan Society of America. Historian Yaqub Mahmud-
lu‘s Azerbaijan: Short History of Statehood has been made available to 
English-speakers through a translation published in Pakistan (Leaf public-
cations, and available on the website of Azerbaijan‘s embassy in Pakistan, 

www.azembassy.com.pk). Two Azerbaijani scholars turned parliamenta-
rians also deserve mention. Nasib Nassibli‘s pioneering work on the 1918–

20 period has unfortunately not been translated into English. However, 
English-speakers can now consult Jamil Hasanli‘s work, At the Dawn of 

the Cold War: The Soviet-American Crisis over Iranian Azerbaijan, 1941–

1946 (Rowman and Littlefield, 2006). 
There are unfortunately few book-length studies of post-Soviet Azerbai-

jan. A work that stands out is the unique eyewitness document by the 
American journalist, adventurer and scholar Thomas Goltz, who found 
himself living through the war-torn emergence of this country. His first-
person account was published by this book‘s publishers, M.E. Sharpe, in 

1998 as Azerbaijan Diary: A Rogue Reporter’s Adventures in an Oil-Rich, 

War-Torn Post-Soviet Republic. In 2000, Curzon Press published journalist 
Charles van der Leeuw‘s Azerbaijan: A Quest for Identity. It is an often 
entertaining overview of Azerbaijan‘s recent history, but would have re-
quired a more rigorous fact-checking before publication, as it is riddled by 
factual errors. On Iranian Azerbaijan, however, there is a growing body of 

http://www.azembassy.com.pk/
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literature, most notably represented by Brenda Shaffer‘s Borders and 

Brethren: Iran and the Challenge of Azerbaijani Identity (MIT Press, 
2002). 

Several volumes have been published on Azerbaijan‘s economy and so-
ciety. No coverage of Azerbaijan‘s economy compares with the long and 
detailed studies conducted by World Bank experts, and made available at 
the Bank‘s website. Azerbaijan is also prominently featured in The Eco-

nomics and Politics of Oil in the Caspian Basin: The Redistribution of Oil 

Revenues in Azerbaijan and Central Asia, edited by Boris Najman, Richard 
Pomfret, and Gaël Raballand. The energy industry and its impact is the 
subject of several studies, including The Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan Pipeline: Oil 

Window to the West, edited by S. Frederick Starr and the present author, as 
well as Norwegian scholar Daniel Heradstveit‘s Democracy and Oil: The 

Case of Azerbaijan (Reichert Verlag, 2007). Thanks to Norway‘s energy 

ties with Azerbaijan, some of the best work on the country has been con-
ducted by a number of scholars connected to Norway‘s international affairs 

institute (NUPI). 
Azerbaijan‘s politics and foreign policy have been the subject of numer-

ous short articles, primarily published in policy journals, but few deep 
analytical studies. Many of these are referenced in the endnotes to the rele-
vant chapters in this volume. Studies of Azerbaijan‘s politics tend to be 

written more from the perspective of identifying and publicizing deficits in 
democratization than seeking to understand the workings of the political 
system. In this vein, Freedom House‘s Nations in Transit series, which 
features yearly reports on Azerbaijan, is probably the most useful. As for 
Azerbaijan‘s foreign relations, the bulk of the literature is regional, con-
cerning the geopolitics of the Caucasus, and has a strong tendency to view 
the small, local states as objects rather than subjects of foreign relations. 
An exception is Azerbaijan in Global Politics: Crafting Foreign Policy, 
edited by Alexandros Petersen and Fariz Ismailzade, published by the 
Azerbaijan Diplomatic Academy in 2009. Much reflection on Azerbaijan‘s 

relations with the United States is provided in the book published by Azer-
baijan‘s first Ambassador to Washington, Hafiz Pahayev: Racing Up Hill 
(Global Scholarly Publications, 2006). Some academic articles have recent-
ly been published putting Azerbaijan‘s own foreign policy in focus, such as 

Nazrin Mehdiyeva‘s ―Azerbaijan and Its Foreign Policy Dilemma‖ (Asian 

Affairs, November 2003) and Pınar Ipek‘s ―Azerbaijan‘s Foreign Policy 

and Challenges for Energy Security‖ (Middle East Journal, Summer 2009). 
The prolific writings of young Azerbaijani scholars Fariz Ismailzade, Taleh 

http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/boris_najman
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/richard_pomfret
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/richard_pomfret
http://www.routledge.com/books/search/author/gal_raballand
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Ziyadov, Tabib Huseynov and Anar Valiyev also deserve mention in this 
regard. 

Two subjects feature most prominently as concerns scholarly interest in 
Azerbaijani society: the role of Islam and the position of women. The role 
of Islam has attracted the interest of many scholars, not least German scho-
lar of religion Raoul Motika, who nevertheless publishes mainly in Ger-
man. In English, notable works include Arif Yunusov‘s Islam in Azerbai-

jan, published by the Friedrich Ebert foundation in 2004, and Sofie Bed-
ford‘s Islamic Activism in Azerbaijan: Repression and Mobilization in a 

Post-Soviet Context (Stockholm University, 2009). Gender relations in 
Azerbaijan is the subject of one of few monographs on the country: Ferideh 
Heyat‘s Azeri Women in Transition: Women in Soviet and Post-Soviet 

Azerbaijan (Routledge, 2002). 
Given the outsize impact of the Karabakh conflict on Azerbaijan and the 

region, the conflict is the subject of a large portion of published literature 
on the country. Background on the conflict can be found in Thomas de 
Waal, Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan Through Peace and War 

(New York University Press, 2003); and Michael P. Croissant, The Arme-

nian-Azerbaijani Conflict: Causes and Implications (Praeger, 1998). Other 
useful sources include David D. Laitin and Ronald Grigor Suny, ―Armenia 
and Azerbaijan: Thinking a Way out of Karabakh,‖ Middle East Policy, 
January 1999; and Dov Lynch, Engaging Eurasia’s Separatist States: Un-

resolved Conflicts and De Facto States (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute 
of Peace Press, 2004). This author‘s contributions include The Nagorno-

Karabakh Conflict (Uppsala University, 1999, available online) and pp. 
61–141 in Small Nations and Great Powers: A Study of Ethnopolitical 

Conflict in the Caucasus (Curzon Press, 2001). 
This bibliographic note does not aspire to be exhaustive, and makes no 

claim to include all the numerous valuable writings on Azerbaijan that have 
appeared—for this, the reader is urged to consult the endnotes to this book. 
Nor does this author necessarily agree with the arguments made in the 
works cited in this note. Nevertheless, it should serve as a guide for further 
reading. 

 

 

http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780700716623/
http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780700716623/
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