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Extended Abstract

I N the conflicts in the Caucasus, some extra-regional powers such as the United States are seeking

to play a role in the equations of this region. The United States is trying to show its presence in
support of Baku in a serious way in order to balance power with Iran and Russia in the Caucasus
region. Accordingly, the main question of the article is what effect has the foreign policy of the
United States had on the relations between Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan in the Caucasus
region? In response to the above question, using the theoretical framework of the Copenhagen
School, the hypothesis was tested that the United States plays a role in the security of relations
between Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan through arms and military support, investment and
influence in the routes of energy transmission lines, as well as support for separatist and pan-Turkist
movements. The main finding of the article is that the United States in the countries of the South
Caucasus, especially the Republic of Azerbaijan, seeks to connect these countries to NATO and
counter Iran's influence and influence in the region through a soft empowerment strategy.
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Introduction

Among the countries of the South Caucasus, the Republic of Azerbaijan
occupies a particularly important position as Iran’s most significant northern
neighbor, given its ethnic and cultural proximity to Iran’s northwestern
provinces, as well as its relatively stable and growing economy. These
geopolitical, geoeconomic, and security connections, rooted in historical,
cultural, and demographic commonalities, provide a potential basis for
strengthening bilateral cooperation. Nevertheless, relations between Tehran
and Baku have experienced considerable fluctuations over the past two
decades, indicating the failure to fully utilize their mutual interdependence in
advancing strategic interests. In addition, the involvement of Western
countries, particularly the United States, has consistently been considered an
influential factor in shaping these relations.

The United States, by emphasizing its geopolitical and economic interests
in Central Asia and the Caucasus, has attempted to maintain its long-term
strategic influence through balancing power and maintaining a regional
presence. These policies have been pursued within the framework of broader
U.S. regional strategies and have often involved a confrontational approach
toward actors whose interests are not aligned with those of Washington. At
the same time, Azerbaijan’s policies, including its relations with Western
powers, Turkey, and Israel, have contributed to the country’s alignment with
Western policies and objectives.

Accordingly, the main question of this study is: What effect has U.S. policy
in the South Caucasus had on the securitization of relations between Iran and
the Republic of Azerbaijan? The main hypothesis is that the United States has
contributed to the securitization of Iran—Azerbaijan relations through military
and arms support, investment in and influence over energy-transit routes, and
support for separatist and Pan-Turkist movements. The main finding of the
study is that the United States has pursued a strategy of soft empowerment in
the South Caucasus, particularly in Azerbaijan, in order to connect these
countries more closely to NATO and counter Iran’s regional influence.

1. Research Methodology and Theoretical Framework

In terms of purpose, this study is applied, and in terms of its nature and
research method, it is explanatory-analytical. Given its qualitative approach,
data were collected through library research and Internet-based investigations.
The collected data were analyzed qualitatively and interpretively through
rational reasoning and analysis.

The Copenhagen School constitutes the theoretical framework of this
study. Various and sometimes competing theories have been developed
concerning the nature and meaning of security and security policies in
international relations. Each of these approaches conceptualizes security
differently and examines it at different levels. The Copenhagen School is one
of the most comprehensive approaches to security in international relations.
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Developed primarily through the works of Barry Buzan, Ole Waver, and their
colleagues, this approach has contributed significantly to broadening the
concept of security beyond its traditional military focus. The Copenhagen
School considers security to be multidimensional and extends the concept
beyond the military sphere to include economic, environmental, societal, and
political dimensions. Within this framework, security is not regarded merely
as an objective and military phenomenon; rather, it is understood as a social
and discursive process constructed through interaction among different actors.
Securitization occurs when an issue, such as a military, ethnic, or identity-
related concern, is presented by a political or social actor as an existential
threat, and when the relevant audience accepts this representation and
consequently regards extraordinary measures as justified.

2. Discussion

e The Alliance of Interests: Strategic Cooperation between the United
States and Azerbaijan

The United States was among the first countries to recognize Azerbaijan’s
independence after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and formal diplomatic
relations were established in the early 1990s. Since Azerbaijan’s
independence in 1991, relations with the United States have represented an
important dimension of Azerbaijan’s international interactions. These
relations have included economic, political, and security dimensions and have
been influenced by regional and global developments. Energy cooperation has
been one of the major foundations of bilateral relations, with projects such as
the Baku—Tbilisi—Ceyhan pipeline serving as prominent examples.

Over subsequent decades, high-level diplomatic contacts between the two
countries contributed to the expansion of bilateral cooperation and the
discussion of regional security issues. Overall, the pattern of U.S.—Azerbaijan
relations since the early 1990s demonstrates a dynamic alliance of interests
shaped by regional developments, competition among major powers, and
shared security concerns. Although this relationship has not developed into a
formal strategic alliance, its continuity and depth in the areas of energy,
security, and diplomacy have influenced the geopolitics of the South Caucasus
and contributed to the securitization of Iran—Azerbaijan relations.

e Challenging Neighbors: Iran—Azerbaijan Relations

Relations between Iran and Azerbaijan are complex because of historical,
cultural, religious, and geographical factors. Iran was among the countries that
recognized the Republic of Azerbaijan shortly after its independence. The two
countries also share historical and cultural connections, and Azerbaijan was
historically connected to Iranian empires before the modern period. Iranian
language and culture have had extensive influences on Azerbaijan’s cultural
and linguistic heritage.
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Despite Iran’s early efforts to prevent Baku from becoming excessively
aligned with extra-regional powers, particularly Washington, Azerbaijan’s
relations with the United States and Israel developed considerably after
independence. One of the sensitive issues in bilateral relations has been the
notion of Azerbaijan being divided into northern and southern parts. The
existence of a large Azerbaijani-speaking population in Iran has contributed
to the complexity of bilateral relations. Although the Shiite identity shared by
the majority populations of both countries could potentially serve as a factor
of convergence, geopolitical competition has often overshadowed these
commonalities.

The political approaches of the two states have also differed considerably.
Azerbaijan has maintained close relations with the United States and Israel
since independence, whereas Iran has pursued greater strategic autonomy and
confrontation with Western powers. These differences have occasionally
resulted in political tensions. The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict has also been a
sensitive issue. Iran has traditionally emphasized the peaceful settlement of
the conflict and attempted to mediate; however, its relations with Armenia
have sometimes generated concerns in Baku. Border-related security issues,
smuggling, and mutual security concerns have further contributed to tensions.

e The Third Actor and the Security Dilemma: The Role of the United
States in Iran—Azerbaijan Divergence

U.S. policies have contributed to the divergence and securitization of Iran—
Azerbaijan relations through the processes of threat construction, audience
persuasion, and the mobilization of extraordinary measures. The U.S. presence
and policies toward Azerbaijan have caused many disagreements between
Tehran and Baku to be interpreted through a stronger perception of threat and
heightened sensitivity. Consequently, conditions have emerged for ordinary
disagreements to move into the security domain.

Military Cooperation: The United States has long sought to expand its
influence in strategically important regions such as the South Caucasus. This
policy became more prominent following the collapse of the Soviet Union and
has largely been associated with efforts to counter Russian and, to some
extent, Iranian influence.

Military and security cooperation between the United States and
Azerbaijan has gradually developed into a multidimensional and structured
relationship involving training, intelligence exchanges, advanced
technologies, joint exercises, and institutional cooperation. Azerbaijan joined
NATOQO’s Partnership for Peace program in May 1994, signed a military
agreement with the United States in March 2002, and participated in joint
military exercises with the United States and other Western countries. These
developments have generated security concerns in Iran.

U.S. support has included training programs, border security, surveillance
systems, mine-detection equipment, armored vehicles, command and crisis-
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management capabilities, cybersecurity cooperation, and other forms of
technical and operational assistance. Although direct U.S. military assistance
has represented only a limited share of Azerbaijan’s overall military
expenditure, its strategic, technological, institutional, and psychological
effects have been greater than its financial value alone. From the perspective
of securitization theory, these forms of cooperation represent movement from
ordinary bilateral relations toward extraordinary measures intended to address
perceived threats. Therefore, the United States can be regarded not merely as
a supporter of Azerbaijan but also as a security-producing actor in the structure
of Iran—Azerbaijan relations.

Energy Cooperation between Baku and Washington: Azerbaijan has
become an important center for energy-transit infrastructure in the Caucasus.
U.S. support for these projects has been linked to broader objectives
concerning energy security and the development of alternative routes for the
transportation of Caspian oil and gas. At the same time, these policies have
reduced the potential strategic role of Iran in regional energy transportation.

Iran was excluded from major oil-development projects in Azerbaijan
under U.S. pressure. In addition, U.S. sanctions and policies of economic and
diplomatic isolation encouraged regional states, including Azerbaijan, to
reduce their dependence on Iran. The development of energy routes that
transport Caspian resources to international markets without passing through
Iranian territory has therefore affected Iran’s strategic position as an energy-
transit route.

The Southern Gas Corridor, particularly the South Caucasus Pipeline,
represents one of the important energy projects involving Azerbaijan and
Western partners. The project was designed to transport natural gas from
Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz field through Georgia and Turkey to European
markets. The United States played a role in financial support, technological
cooperation, diplomatic engagement, and the security of energy infrastructure.
The participation of American energy companies and the involvement of
international financial institutions contributed to the development and
implementation of the project.

The Baku-Tbilisi—-Ceyhan oil pipeline also provided an alternative route
for energy transportation that bypassed Iran. The development of such
infrastructure has reduced Iran’s potential role in regional energy transit and
strengthened Azerbaijan’s political and economic relations with Western
countries.

The Zangezur Corridor: The Zangezur Corridor refers to a proposed
geographical connection through Armenia’s Syunik Province that would
connect Azerbaijan proper with Nakhchivan. Following the 2020 Nagorno-
Karabakh War, Baku and Ankara advocated the establishment of a secure and
unobstructed route connecting Azerbaijan with Nakhchivan.
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According to the study, the United States has used diplomatic and financial
instruments to support the development of this corridor. Washington has
sought to promote border opening, transportation infrastructure, and
alternative routes for the movement of goods and energy without dependence
on Iran. U.S. discourse emphasizing the diversification of energy and trade
routes is interpreted in the study as an effort that could reduce Iran’s role in
regional transit.

From Tehran’s perspective, the corridor presents several geopolitical and
geoeconomic concerns. First, if the east—west transportation route is separated
from Iranian territory, Iran’s role as a bridge between Eurasia and regional
markets could decline. Second, a direct land connection between Azerbaijan
and Turkey could strengthen Pan-Turkist currents in the region. Third, the
sustained presence of the United States and NATO under the justification of
securing the corridor could transform the security environment surrounding
Iran and limit Tehran’s geopolitical influence.

Religious and Identity Issues: Another dimension of the divergence
between Iran and Azerbaijan concerns religious and identity-related issues.
The article emphasizes the difference between Iran’s Islamic political identity
and Azerbaijan’s secular political structure. According to this perspective, the
contrast between the political and religious structures of the two states has
negatively affected bilateral relations.

The Republic of Azerbaijan has pursued a secular orientation since
independence, while Iran’s social and political identity has been strongly
influenced by Islamic values and norms. Concerns in Azerbaijan regarding the
influence of Iran and the possibility of the spread of Shiite political and
religious values have contributed to mutual suspicion. These differences have
become another source of divergence between Tehran and Baku.

Support for Identity Politics and Pan-Turkism: Identity politics and
Pan-Turkist discourse represent another important dimension of the
securitization process. Because some ethnic groups in Iran live near
populations speaking related languages across national borders, identity issues
have the potential to become politically and security-relevant. Azerbaijan’s
efforts to redefine its national identity have included the use of ethnic and
linguistic commonalities.

The idea of the unity of the two Azerbaijans has periodically appeared in
the political discourse of Azerbaijan. Such ideas have generated concerns in
Iran because of the large Azerbaijani-speaking population within Iranian
territory. According to the study, ethnic mobilization may be used as an
instrument for weakening Tehran—Baku relations and increasing pressure on
Iran.

Within the securitization framework, such identity-related issues can be
transformed from ordinary social and cultural differences into perceived
existential threats. Consequently, the activation of ethnic and identity-based
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narratives may strengthen threat perceptions in Iran and contribute to the
justification of increased security measures.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study examined the role of the United States in the securitization of
relations between Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan, with particular
emphasis on the impact of U.S. policies on the geopolitical relations between
the two countries. The findings indicate that the United States has sought to
strengthen its geopolitical position in the South Caucasus while reducing the
influence of Iran and Russia. These policies have included economic, military,
strategic, and diplomatic support for Azerbaijan.

Overall, the study concludes that the historical and cultural commonalities
between Iran and Azerbaijan could provide a foundation for cooperation.
However, the involvement of extra-regional actors, particularly the United
States and Israel, together with regional geopolitical competition, has
contributed to directing bilateral relations toward tension and securitization.
The United States, through its broader regional policies, has strengthened
Azerbaijan while seeking to limit Iran’s influence. These policies, particularly
through military cooperation, energy infrastructure, and support for strategic
transportation routes, have contributed to transforming political, ethnic,
religious, and border-related differences into security issues.

Therefore, if Iran—Azerbaijan relations are not redirected toward
interaction and diplomacy based on mutual interests, continued securitization
may increase the possibility of further tensions and regional confrontation.
Greater attention to bilateral cooperation, the reduction of mutual threat
perceptions, and the pursuit of relations based on shared interests could help
prevent ordinary political and economic disagreements from becoming
security crises. Such an approach could also contribute to greater stability in
the South Caucasus.
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. Foreign Operations Assistance

. SIPRI: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
. Government Accountability Office
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!. EXBS: Export Control and Related Border Security Program
2, The Office of Science and Technology Cooperation
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' SCP: South Caucasus Pipeline

. SGC: Southern Gas Corridor

. Shah Deniz gas field

. Ex-Im Bank

. OPIC: Overseas Private Investment Corporation
. Chevron

. ExxonMobil

. BP: British Petroleum

. SOCAR: The State Oil Company of the Republic of Azerbaijan
10 ConocoPhillips

11, Occidental Petroleum
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