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Introduction   
 

 
At the end of the 1980’s a wave of revolutionary changes swept 

away the communist regimes of Central and Eastern Europe and  
resulted in the collapse of the USSR in 1991.  As a result, on the land 
representing one sixth of the earth there emerged new independent 
states that considerably changed the political map of Eurasia.  

The quick wind of change also touched Azerbaijan which in 
1991 managed to restore the independence it lost in 1920.  The     
republic at once headed for the creation of a politically stable and 
economically succeeding democratic state built on the ruins of the 
communist system.  However, as did many young states of the 
former Soviet Union during first their steps as independent states,  
Azerbaijan also encountered many problems - bloody conflict with 
heavy consequences with Armenia in Nagorno-Karabakh and the 
disruption of the economy.  At the same time, Azerbaijan drew great 
attention as the only state in the region possessing significant       
reserves of oil and gas.  After the signing of the “Oil Contracts” with 
a number of the world’s leading oil companies in 1994, interest in 
Azerbaijan continued to increase.  Azerbaijan stepped into the XXIst 
century with hope for a stable and democratic future.  Having       
defined its choice of European integration and democratic 
development, on 17 January 2001, Azerbaijan became a full member 
of the Council of Europe.  

However, the present situation in the republic is very complex.  
In fact, Azerbaijan entered the XXIst century with a greater set of 
conflicts and problems within the country itself.  Moreover, 
significant influence on the development of the situation in 
Azerbaijan is rendered by external factors, especially geopolitical 
contradictions in the region between the USA, Russia, Turkey and 
Iran. Quite naturally, with such a large number of internal and 
external current and potential conflicts, and regional rivalries 



amongst external actors is causing a deserving anxiety for the future 
development of          Azerbaijan.  What can Azerbaijan expect in the 
short and long term future?  Will it continue on the path of further 
European integration and become in the foreseeable future a 
democratic and economically flourishing country?  Or will the 
country remain in conflict, economic and political instability and 
encounter prospect of disintegration?  What security threats does the 
country face from abroad?  What factors within the country can 
affect the destabilization of the situation in Azerbaijan?  How can it 
affect the situation in the region as a whole?  And what can and must 
be done for the prevention of destabilization?  Today all these 
questions are very real and consequently it is extremely important to 
study the above-stated problems and search for ways to solve 
existing conflicts, and also to define possible conflicts in the process 
of Azerbaijan’s further development.  

The complexity of the situation lies in the fact that, on the one 
hand, still less than two decades have passed since Azerbaijan’s 
declaration of independence.  And they have passed so quickly and 
dynamically, with such a great number of important political events 
that historians have managed only to note these events, postponing 
analytical judgment of them for future generations.  At the same 
time, despite an abundance of political events at the disposal of 
historians, there are not enough documents and archival materials, 
not even a single one on many political events.  So in order to 
reconstruct these events, historians turn to newspapers materials and 
to memoirs and testimonies from the participants and eyewitnesses 
of these events, all the while not always being assured of the            
conscientiousness and objectivity of the latter.   

Despite all of these complexities, the author decided to study 
and analyze the situation in Azerbaijan during the past two decades.  
Research and analysis of those years and of the present-day situation 
is important to dispel numerous myths and stereotypes which have 
arisen about Azerbaijan abroad.  It is also, as a matter of fact, the 
first academic research of this period of history in post-Soviet    
Azerbaijan.  At the same time, it is especially necessary to note that 
the book has not been written by a traditional method.  In other 
words, the author did not focus on writing the history of Azerbaijan 
for the period since gaining independence in 1991 until the present 



day.  He aimed to investigate and analyze the current situation in 
Azerbaijan from the point of view of conflict studies.  In other 
words, investigating what conflict situations exist in Azerbaijan   
today, the sources of their origin and possible variations of their   
further development.  Also, an attempt has been made to understand 
the presence of potential conflict situations.  

Realizing this project of studying the current and potential 
conflicts in Azerbaijan began in August 2005 with the financial 
support of Friedrich Ebert Stiftung of Germany.  Special attention 
was paid to the most important and current factors and current 
problems in Azerbaijan which can today or in the long-term future 
play a negative role and lead to the destabilization of the situation in 
the republic. Thus, all factors which influence the development of the 
situation in Azerbaijan have been subdivided into those external and 
internal.  

The realization of the project passed through several stages.  
During the first stage, monitoring of the media was carried out along 
with the gathering of necessary materials to study the problem. In the 
second stage, the Institute of Peace and Democracy (IPD)	conducted 
a sociological survey in five regions of the country from 1 March - 
31 July 2006.  During this stage, 1000 citizens were questioned and 
50 citizens were interviewed.  In the final stage, all the material  
gathered during recent years and during the course of the project, 
were collected and used for drafting the present research. 

Taking this opportunity, it would only be appropriate to express 
deep gratitude to everyone who helped and assisted in the realization 
of this project.  But special thanks must be addressed to those who 
supported this research appearing in print.  They include, first of all, 
the management of Friedrich Ebert Stiftung and personally its 
representative on the Caucasus Guenther Fichtner, who has shown 
not only understanding of the importance of studying of current 
conflict situations and problems in Azerbaijan, but also a tactful 
attitude to the problems which arose during the realization of the 
project.  

I would like to express my special gratitude to Doctor of       
History, Professor Rauf Huseynov, who played a most vital role in 
the realization of this project: by visiting the regions of the republic 
and helping to gather the necessary materials, consulting, and also 



editing the book in its final stage.  Also it would be impossible not to 
mention all the experts at the IPD, in particular the heads of groups: 
Doctors of History Yunis Nasibov, Khaliaddin Khalilov and Alekper 
Alekperov, who have wonderfully run the surveys and interviews of 
citizens, despite various problems that arose during the trips to the 
regions.  I would like to thank a kind friend of the IPD Evan Thomas, 
graduate of the Russian Studies department at Dalhousie University, 
Halifax, Canada.  It is also necessary to express special gratitude to 
the employees of IPD, especially to Aydin Mammadov, Natavan  
Hajiyeva, Javanshir Huseynov and Hafiz Safikhanov for assistance 
in the preparation of this research.  And of course, immense gratitude 
to my wife and friend – the director of the IPD	and partner in all my 
affairs, Leyla Yunus.  

 
Baku, 20 May 2007 
 
Arif S. Yunusov 	
	
Doctor of History, 
Head of the Department of Conflict and Migration Studies  
Institute of Peace and Democracy 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART I. EXTERNAL CONFLICTS 



 
Chapter 1 

 
The Karabakh Conflict: Neither War, Nor Peace 

 
 

The most serious threat and challenge for the security of 
Azerbaijan is the insolubility of the Karabakh conflict. The Karabakh 
conflict is the only conflict in post-Soviet space, which involves two 
independent states. This conflict also differs from all others on the 
post-Soviet territory with its comparatively more strategic and  re-
gional importance and the fact that many internal and external 
powers are interested in its solution or lack thereof. As a result, the 
Karabakh conflict has assumed a geopolitical character and resulted 
in the formation of competing parties in the Caucasus and in the 
region surrounding them. Today there is no doubt that the conflict 
plays a central role in new geopolitics of Eurasia and is the source of 
an increasing threat to the regional security of the Caucasus and, as a 
whole, the Middle East (1). 
 
 
The Roots and Escalation of the Conflict 

 
The complexity of the Karabakh conflict (to be exact the     

Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict) is explained by the fact that its roots 
lie deep in the past and are connected with the processes of ethnic 
identity and aspirations of two nations to establish national states. In 
the early XX century it turned to bloody Armenian-Azerbaijani clashes 
in 1905-1906 and 1918-1920. The establishment of the Soviet 
authority in 1920 suspended the conflict for almost seven decades, but 
did not remove it from the agenda, just simply transformed it onto  
another plane - to “a phase of expectation”. Therefore from time to 
time, Armenian-Azerbaijani confrontations made themselves felt 
during   Soviet times as well.  Thus the initiative was always taken by 
the Armenian side which had aspirations for the territories of 
Azerbaijan   (Karabakh and Nakhchevan) and several times attempted 
to annex them to itself.  In particular, during Soviet times in different 
years, official Yerevan put forward 16 proposals on renaming the   



Nagorno-Karabakh autonomous oblast (NKAO) of Azerbaijan to the 
“Armenian NKAO” and 45 proposals on the right of the NKAO to 
join to Armenia.But these attempts were not supported by Moscow 
(2).  

The declaration of “perestroika” by Mikhail Gorbachev gave 
hopes to Armenians to realize their claims concerning Karabakh (3).  
In the summer of 1987 on behalf of 75,000 Karabakh Armenians, a 
petition on the necessity of annexing this Azerbaijani oblast to     
Armenia was sent to Gorbachev. The Nakhchevan question was also 
raised.Thus, since the summer of 1987 the third Armenian-
Azerbaijani conflict of the XXth century has been underway.  The 
situation in both the republics heated up quickly.  In November 1987, 
the first clashes took place in Armenia, in Kafan region, and the first 
hundreds of Azerbaijanis were compelled to flee their homes and 
escape to Azerbaijan. Thus emerged the first victims of the third  
conflict and the first refugees in the USSR (4).  

In February 1988, the opposition of the two sides to each 
other took on an official character, especially after the tragic 
Sumgayit pogroms, which led to the appearance of hundreds of  
thousands of refugees from both sides.  Actually, deportation, and to 
be exact, ethnic cleansing, began in both of the republics.  Mostly it 
had a spontaneous and uncontrollable character.  Though in some 
cases in Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh it was carried out by troops 
of insurgents which were created by the Armenians already in the 
autumn of 1988 (5).  It was not by accident that while meeting in 
Yerevan on 4 November 1988 one of the activists of the “Karabakh” 
committee Rafael Kazaryan openly stated that, “with the help of 
troops”, which had been established before, he would “in every   
possible way provide emigration.  For the first time during last 
decades we have a unique opportunity to clear (as was stated in the 
text - A.Y.) Armenia of Azerbaijanis. I consider it as the greatest     
achievement of our struggle during these ten months” (6). 

After the collapse of the USSR in late 1991, Azerbaijan and 
Armenia, having proclaimed independence, began undeclared war in 
Nagorno-Karabakh in 1992.  At first the success was on the side of 
Armenians who would take the whole of Nagorno-Karabakh under 
their control by mid-1992.  However after Popular Front of        
Azerbaijan (PFA), headed by President Abulfaz Elchibey came to 



power in June 1992, the situation on the frontline changed 
dramatically.  The Azerbaijani army began its counterattack, and by 
autumn Armenia was on the verge of defeat. As Robert Kocharyan 
said, “There was a situation of panic” (7).  The situation appeared so 
critical for the Armenians that they agreed to the cultural autonomy 
of Nagorno-Karabakh within Azerbaijan and several times 
unofficially offered to start negotiations regarding it.  One of the 
close brothers-in-arms to Armenian President Levon Ter-Petrosyan, 
namely Ashot Bleyan, even dared to fly to Baku on 4-9 November 
1992 to negotiate for peace.  However, victorious euphoria had 
gripped the Azerbaijani authorities and they could not evaluate the 
situation critically and thus refused to negotiate, counting on an 
unconditional victory.  

The advantages of Azerbaijan were so substantial that the 
Baku authorities began to fear not so much the Armenians, as the 
field commanders, primarily Surat Huseynov, who with Russian 
support prepared a special operation at the end of 1992 for final    
operations in Karabakh. However, for many subjective reasons, these 
attacks (the “Farrukh operation”) failed in January 1993, which led 
to a serious political crisis in Azerbaijan.  Finally, in the summer of 
1993, Heydar Aliyev came to power and he eventually dismissed 33 
battalions under the pretext that they were under the influence of the 
PFA.  As a result, the most efficient parts of the Azerbaijani army, up 
to 7,000 in number were disbanded (8). The new authorities of   
Azerbaijan expected to suspend military operations with the support 
of Moscow and during 6 months create a new army.  

However, the idea failed as the Armenians, taking advantage 
of the situation, passed on to the offensive across the whole frontline.  
As the regular Azerbaijani army had actually ceased to exist, it was 
impossible to confront the Armenians. 2,500 mercenaries from     
Afghanistan, who appeared on the Karabakh frontline, did not help 
Azerbaijan either (9).  Chaos reigned everywhere and it led to    
Azerbaijan’s utter defeat: by the end of 1993, Azerbaijan lost seven 
administrative regions besides the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh.  
The feeble attempt of Azerbaijan to regain the lost territories during 
winter campaigns of 1993-1994 also failed. However, the Armenian 
army was also drained of vitality and as a result under the auspices of 



Russia in May 1994, both parties signed the Bishkek cease-fire 
agreement, which is observed to this day. 

 
 

Brief Statistics of the Results of Military Action 
 

During the 7 years of conflict, from February 1988 until 
April 1994, 11,000 Azerbaijanis and 6,500 Armenians lost their 
lives, and about 30,000 Azerbaijanis and more than 20,000          
Armenians were wounded (10). According to the data of the      
Azerbaijan State Commission on Affairs on the Missing population, 
the numbers of those captured and taken hostages, as of 1 January 
2007, were 4,566 citizens of the republic (3,662 – military and 896 - 
civilian).  They are all still unaccounted for.  From 1992-2006, 1,389 
Azerbaijani citizens were released from captivity and 451 persons 
were lost or killed in captivity (11). In turn, according to the        
Armenian side, the destiny of more than 500 Armenians, who are 
also registered as missing, is still unknown till this day.   

As a result of the conflict, 186,000 Azerbaijanis, 18,000 
Kurds and almost 4,000 Russians, totaling 208,000 people escaped 
from Armenia to Azerbaijan.  48,000 Meskhetian Turks, who 
became the victims of the Uzbekistan pogroms in 1989, are also       
included in the number of refugees in Azerbaijan.  From 1991-1994, 
500,000 Azerbaijanis, inhabitants of Nagorno-Karabakh and the   
adjoining 7 occupied regions, were expelled from their homes.  More 
than 30,000 Azerbaijanis were expelled from the frontier regions 
with Armenia.  Thus, the number of the internally displaced persons 
in Azerbaijan equals approximately 530,000 people. The total    
number of the victims of the Karabakh conflict in Azerbaijan, i.e. 
refugees (excluding Meskhetian Turks) and the internally displaced 
persons (IDP’s), is roughly 740,000 people. Subsequently, a part of 
the refugees and the IDP’s emigrated from the country, and at      
present their total number is about 700,000, accounting for 9 % of 
the population of the country (12).  

According to official data of the Armenian authorities, there 
have been 335,000 refugees registered (from Azerbaijan, and also a 
small number of refugees from Abkhazia and the Chechen Republic) 
and 78,000 IDP’s from frontier regions with Azerbaijan. Without 



taking into account the Armenian refugees from Abkhazia and the 
Chechen Republic, as a result of the Karabakh conflict, 402,000   
Armenians were injured in the Karabakh conflict.  In due course 
some of the Armenian refugees and IDP’s also left the region, and 
today their number equals about 310,000 people, making up about 10 
% of the population of Armenia (13).    

By early 1994, Armenia controlled the territory of the 
NKAO, seven regions, and some frontier villages of Azerbaijan.  
According to the Azerbaijan State Statistics Committee, the          
territories under occupation cover approximately 12,000 square 
kilometers or about 14 % of Azerbaijan territory.  In this territory 
there are more than 870 Azerbaijani population centres, including 11 
cities and 5 large towns.  In turn, under Azerbaijan’s control is a 
small enclave of Armenia (village Artsvashen or in Azerbaijani 
Bashkend) which takes up almost 50 square kilometers (14). 

 
 

The Negotiating Process 
 

In the Soviet period, under the auspices of Moscow, more  
attempts were made to pacify both parties than to negotiate with   
regards to the Karabakh conflict.  Naturally, all of them ended    
fruitlessly.  In reality, the negotiating process began after Azerbaijan 
and Armenia gained independence.  On 30 January 1992 both of the 
republics became members of the Conference for Security and     
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), which after December 1994 was 
renamed to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
or OSCE in abbreviation) and an opportunity was presented to this 
international body to participate in the negotiation process. As a  
result, on 24 March 1992 Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the CSCE 
called a conference on Nagorno-Karabakh. The participants included 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, the Czech and Slovak  Republics, 
France, Germany, Italy, Russia, Sweden, Turkey and the USA.  The 
aim of the conference was to achieve a cease-fire and to begin 
political negotiations on the final status of Nagorno-Karabakh.  
Belarus offered its capital as a venue for final negotiations, and thus 
appeared the phenomena of the “Minsk conference” and the “Minsk 
group” (MG).  The venue for preliminary talks was Rome, and     



Italian Mario Raffaelli was the first chairman of the MG of the 
OSCE. 

    However, very soon friction occurred within this                
international organization.  Russia considered the Caucasus region as 
a zone of its special interest and claimed special status in the MG of 
the OSCE.  Owing to the intermediary of Russia, instead of at the 
MG, a cease-fire agreement was signed in 1994.  Moreover, during 
the moment of the signing of the contract the chairman of MG Jean 
Eliasson was in the region, and Azerbaijan insisted on his 
participation in negotiations.  However Russia opposed this, and 
Eliasson was not invited.  Such humiliation naturally lowered the 
position of the CSCE (15).  For this reason up until 1996 the Minsk 
process became for the parties not mainly a forum for negotiations, 
but rather, as Gerard Libaridyan has put it, a “propaganda forum for 
both sides” (16).  The ambiguity of the MG of the OSCE led to  the 
competing parties several times appealing for the mediation of other 
countries.  In particular, in May 1992, Iran tried to undertake such a 
role, but this first and the last attempt ended in fiasco.  

The situation in the negotiating process has noticeably 
changed since the end 1996 when, on the one hand, Russia began to 
cooperate with the OSCE and as a result the Russian intermediary 
was assigned the position of permanent co-chairman of the Minsk 
Group.  On the other hand, after the oil “deal of the century” in 1994, 
the international attention, especially that of the USA, on the conflict 
has amplified.  On 1 January 1997, France was elected as               
co-chairman of the MG of the OSCE.  It caused furious objections by 
Azerbaijan who perceives France as pro-Armenian and they asked 
the OSCE to reconsider its decision and appoint the USA to the post.  
As a result, on 14 February 1997 a compromise was reached by    
deciding upon three co-chairmen: Russia, France and the USA (17).	

After that the role of the MG of the OSCE has noticeably  
expanded.  Moreover, business relations were established between 
the co-chairmen and, as a result, discussions focused on Nagorno-
Karabakh’s status and security, as well as refugees and IDP’s and the 
problem of the once Azerbaijani-dominated Karabakh town of 
Shusha (18).  As a way of conflict solution, the co-chairmen began to 
study the so-called “package solution”, offered by Russia to the 
competing parties in February 1996 (19).  Then it was rejected, but in 



May and July 1997, co-chairmen of the MG made some          
amendments, and again presented the “package solution” to the  
competing parties.  The essence of this plan was the simultaneous 
(“package”) solving of all problems, and it consisted of two parts: 
“Agreement I” on ending the conflict, including troop withdrawals, 
deployment of peacekeepers, the return of IDP’s and security 
guarantees; and “Agreement II” on Karabakh’s final status.  As all 
this was offered to be carried out within the limits of territorial 
integrity of Azerbaijan, official Baku agreed with the plan.  As a 
whole, the   reaction of Armenia was also positive, however the 
authorities of Nagorno-Karabakh were opposed to such a settlement 
of the conflict (20). 

Changes also took place in the positions of the competing 
parties.  On the one hand, by 1996, Azerbaijan as a whole, had     
recovered from the defeats of 1993-1994 and had noticeably 
strengthened.  Simultaneously, official Baku began to widely use oil 
diplomacy in its foreign policy, counting on regaining Nagorno-
Karabakh through this tactic.   

The position of official Yerevan also changed: the pragmatic 
Levon Ter-Petrosyan understood that without a quick settlement of 
the Karabakh conflict, the Armenian economy awaited difficult 
times.  Estimations of Armenian economists also confirmed this.  
And then Ter-Petrosyan came to the conclusion that, “If we do not 
solve the Karabakh question, it would be bad for both Armenia and 
Karabakh.  Time is against us” (21). 

As a result, Ter-Petrosyan reconsidered his former views 
with regard to the status of Nagorno-Karabakh, which he had 
adhered to from the very beginning of the conflict.  Now he did not 
speak out as before for the unification of Nagorno-Karabakh and 
Armenia or independence of this Azerbaijani region.  He became a 
supporter of the compromise: Nagorno-Karabakh legally remains 
within the territory of Azerbaijan, but receives a higher status than it 
had before the eruption of the conflict.  Moreover, Azerbaijan should 
end the blockade of transport communications, restore economic 
relations with Armenia, provide reliable security guarantees, allow 
Armenia to supervise Lachin corridor, and have the right to protect 
the status and territory of Nagorno-Karabakh	(22). 



Considering the failure of the “package solution”, the        
co-chairmen of the MG in September 1997 presented the parties with 
a new “step-by-step” solution to the conflict.  It envisaged the      
settlement of the conflict stage by stage, i.e. it proposed first signing 
“Agreement I” and to disengage armed forces from the occupied  
territories, replacing them with peacekeepers, and to allow for the 
return of refugees and the removal of the blockade of Armenia.  
After that the parties would sign “Agreement II” and consider the   
problem of Lachin corridor, connecting Nagorno-Karabakh to      
Armenia, and also finally to solve the status of Nagorno-Karabakh.  
It was therefore intended that until the final status of Nagorno-
Karabakh would be determined, it would be given an internationally 
recognized “interim status” (23).  

Armenia and Azerbaijan had agreed to that plan, however the 
Armenian leaders of Nagorno-Karabakh rejected it.  Moreover,    
Ter-Petrosyan met with the opposition within his own ranks, who 
had united around Robert Kocharyan, the former leader of the    
Karabakh Armenians, and who, on 20 March 1997 became the prime 
minister of Armenia.  Assured of his correctness, on 26 September 
1997 during a press conference Ter-Petrosyan supported the      
stage-by-stage plan to the settlement of the conflict, stating openly 
that the international community would never recognize Nagorno-
Karabakh’s independence or its unification with Armenia.  At the 
same time, however, he noted that the further preservation of the 
status quo was also inadmissible (24).  

Thus, for the second time in the history of the modern    
Karabakh conflict did there appear an opportunity for peaceful     
solution.  However, if in 1992 Azerbaijan was at fault, a similar   
victorious euphoria, and also a huge quantity of myths connected to 
this, now prevented Armenian society from looking soberly at the 
problem.  It simply was not ready for such a turn of events with the 
myth-slogan widespread in the society, saying, “the winner never 
concedes to the looser.  We have won, and Azerbaijan should       
recognize its defeat”.  Charges of treason and treachery were laid on 
Ter-Petrosyan.  To his honor, he did not yield, and moreover, on 1 
November 1997 he answered to all charges with his article “War or 
Peace? Time to be Thoughtful”, where he convincingly rebuked his 
opponents on all counts.  He called on all Armenians to realize that 



not the war, but only the battle had been won.  Moreover, convincing 
Armenians to be realists, he openly warned, “in the future we will 
ask for what we are rejecting today, but we shall not get it, as has 
happened repeatedly in our history” (25).  

But his was a voice in the wilderness.  Even many close 
brothers-in arms renounced him. But, the worst thing was that, power 
structures led by Robert Kocharyan were standing against him.  The 
crisis came to an end with the “palace revolt” on 3 February 1998 
when Ter-Petrosian was compelled to tender his resignation.  On 30 
March 1998 he was succeeded by Karabakh Armenian Robert      
Kocharyan, which meant a sharp increase in the “Kharabakhization” 
of Armenia (26).  If Ter-Petrosyan had come up with ideas of the 
independence and economic prosperity of Armenia, then Kocharyan, 
with the backing of a nationalist party of Dashnaks and diasporas, 
put forward as a priority solving the Karabakh problem in favor of 
the Armenians (independence of Nagorno-Karabakh or its            
unification with Armenia), and also putting pressure on the 
international community to confront Turkey in regards to the events 
of 1915.  As a matter of fact, Kocharyan took up arms a strategy of 
compelling of Azerbaijan to capitulation, as the logical end of an 
Armenian military victory in the Karabakh conflict.  

Kocharyan’s coming to power was initially greeted with 
gloom by those who had hoped for a peaceful solution to materialize 
(27).  It was obvious that a Karabakh native, moreover a person who 
had been fighting during those years of the conflict, could hardly 
show flexibility and make serious concessions. Azerbaijan for its part 
reacted to the changes in Armenia with great suspicion,                 
understanding that in the foreseeable future it would be unlikely that 
the conflict could be solved peacefully.   

Nevertheless, a year later the negotiating process was        
renewed, and in November 1998, the co-chairmen of the MG       
proposed a new variation to the resolution, which was called the 
“common state”.  This idea was the brainchild of former Russian 
Foreign Minister E.Primakov, and it had already been used by    
Moscow while negotiating in Transdniestria and Abkhazia.  As a 
matter of fact, it was a question of the creation of a new                
confederative or allied state in the form of “Azerbaijan & Nagorno-
Karabakh” as parties with equal rights.  Thus each party would have 



its own Constitution and laws, also the armed forces and              
law-enforcement bodies of the parties had no right to interfere in 
each-other's affairs (28). 

Certainly, this offer was a step back, in comparison with the 
“package solution”.  It actually rejected the principle of Azerbaijan’s 
territorial integrity, offering in exchange a certain amorphous allied 
“common” state, which meant, as a matter of fact - a civilized and 
stage-by-stage separation.  The reaction of official Baku was quite 
predictable: the offer was rejected, for it “departed from the OSCE’s 
own norms, blindsided Azerbaijan virtually on the eve of the 
OSCE’s year-end conference, and appeared designed to shift the 
blame onto Baku for the mediators’ ineffectiveness” (29). 
 
 
A New Phase of Negotiations - Direct Contact Between  the Presidents 
 

After the failure of the “common state” plan there was an 
impasse.  However, in the spring of 1999, under the initiative of the 
USA, efforts were made at breaking the deadlock.  On 26 April 
1999, U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright organized a 
meeting in Washington between Presidents Heydar Aliyev and 
Robert Kocharyan.  The meeting did not produce any results, 
however from then on the negotiating process began to take place at 
the level of the presidents, having transformed the role of the MG co-
chairmen into a superfluous one. 

By the summer of 1999 the core of the negotiations between 
the presidents had become the principle of the exchange of land.  
Kocharyan demanded the annexation of Nagorno-Karabakh to      
Armenia.  Moreover, he added the Lachin corridor in his claim as 
well, in order to territorially connect these territories.  In return   
Heydar Aliyev demanded Azerbaijani control of the Meghri district 
of southern Armenia that separates the enclave of Nakhchevan from 
Azerbaijan.  Actually, it was an old plan, which was proposed back 
in 1992 by former U.S. State Department specialist on the Caucasus, 
Paul Goble, and was therefore named “Goble plan”. At first          
Kocharyan accepted the offer, but then he revised his stand and 
agreed only to the right of passage through this piece of Armenian 
territory (30).  



President Heydar Aliyev found himself in a rather complex 
situation as in Azerbaijan this plan was met extremely negatively.  
Even among his closest allies he did not find complete support.  In 
October 1999, Heydar Aliyev’s three closest associates, his adviser 
on foreign policy Vafa Guluzade, the head of secretary of the     
presidential administration Eldar Namazov, and the Minister of    
Foreign Affairs Tofik Zulfugarov tendered their resignations due to 
their disagreement on this question.  

In Armenia, this exchange of territory was also met        
negatively, Kocharyan was accused that he was selling Armenian 
lands for the sake of the future of his Nagorno-Karabakh. Moreover, 
it was then that in October 1999, there was a shooting in the         
Armenian parliament in which eight people, including Kocharyan’s 
most visible opponents, Vazgen Sarkisyan and Karen Demirchyan, 
were killed .  

These two events (the resignation of the high-ranking         
officials in Azerbaijan and the shooting in the Armenian parliament) 
took place almost simultaneously and suspended the negotiating 
process.  Only at the end of 2000 was it possible to resume dialogue 
between the two presidents.  The main events happened in 2001: the 
parties, with the participation of the co-chairmen of the MG         
conducted negotiations in Paris in March and then in the American 
town of Key West in April. The variation, which is sometimes called 
the “Paris principles”, was being discussed with the recognition of 
the independence of Nagorno-Karabakh by Azerbaijan.  In return 
Azerbaijan would receive back 6 out of the 7 occupied regions,    
except the Lachin region,  which would be joined to Armenia to 
serve as a corridor between Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia. In turn, 
Azerbaijan received the same corridor in Meghri region for 
communication with Nakhchevan.  By the admission of the 
participants of the negotiations in Key West Heydar Aliyev 
unexpectedly expressed his consent to Nagorno-Karabakh's 
becoming a part of Armenia. Euphoria from this decision captured 
the intermediaries, who even declared the iminent conclusion of the 
peace treaty. It was even    decided to hold new meetings in 
Switzerland in June, as a prelude to signing the peace treaty at the 
end of 2001 (31). However, after    returning to Baku Heydar Aliyev 
met with sharp criticism and    aversion from society to such a plan 



of peaceful resolution and   eventually he refused it (32).  As a result, 
the meetings planned in Switzerland were postponed for an 
undetermined amount of time, and were soon cancelled.   
          However, the MG co-chairmen did not lose hope for returning 
to the discussion of the “Paris principles”. However, after 11       
September 2001, the situation in the region noticeably changed, and 
that has also influenced the negotiating process on resolution of the 
Karabakh conflict. The role and importance of Azerbaijan have 
noticeably increased for the USA, which allowed Heydar Aliyev to  
become more self-assured. Moreover, on 14 June 2002, during the 
meeting with the French co-chairman of the MG, he made a         
sensational statement which had a huge resonance in Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, and even caused a diplomatic scandal in the form of a 
sharp note by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of France to Heydar 
Aliyev. The fact of the matter was that for the first time he publicly 
recognized the existence of the “Paris principles” (earlier he       
completely denied them), and even announced that there was      
pressure on him for Baku to accept the principles under question 
(33).  

After that, in August 2002, for the XXIst time since 1999, 
what would be the last meeting between Heydar Aliyev and Robert 
Kocharian took place.  It ended fruitlessly, for the parties made a  
decision to postpone further negotiations until after the presidential 
elections in Azerbaijan in 2003. 
 
 
The Prague stage in negotiations 

 
After	Ilham Aliyev's coming to power in 2003 new nuances 

appeared in the negotiating process.  On the one hand, the young 
Azerbaijani president went the same way as Kocharyan and staked 
his bets on the demonstration of a strict approach to solving the   
conflict.  He categorically rejected the “package solution” and in 
general all the previous stages of negotiations, having specified that 
it was necessary to start from very beginning.  Thus he repeatedly 
specified that the achievement of trust and a real process on the 
peaceful resolution of the conflict, as well as discussion of the status 
of Nagorno-Karabakh would only be possible after Armenia has 



withdrawn its armies from the occupied Azerbaijani territories.  The 
militaristic rhetoric has sharply increased even more often as Ilham 
Aliyev and those around him have made statements on the possibility 
of the use of military force for the returning of the occupied          
territories. Moreover, even during the presidential election campaign, 
in August 2003, he publicly appealed to the nongovernmental       
organizations (NGOs) of the republic and to the citizens of the   
country to abstain from any contact with Armenians, especially from 
trips to Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh.  As a result, any contacts 
between the competing parties, even on the NGO level, actually 
ceased.  Today nobody recollects the Armenians’ arrival in        
Azerbaijan.  And every trip to Armenia and especially to Nagorno-
Karabakh by representatives of Azerbaijan NGOs turns into a serious 
problem for representatives of these organizations. Thus in 
comparison with the representatives of the opposition and radical 
circles of Azerbaijan, the Baku authorities express a more negative 
attitude towards “national diplomacy” and to any contacts by 
Azerbaijani NGOs	with Armenians.  

On the other hand, despite of all this, negotiations proceeded, 
originally on the level of Foreign Ministers.  On 16 April 2004, the 
new Azerbaijani Minister of Foreign Affairs Elmar Mammadyarov 
held his first meeting with his Armenian counterpart Vartan          
Oskanyan in Prague, during which discussions began on new      
principles of the settlement of the conflict, which was later named 
the “Prague process” (34).  Within its framework, until the summer 
of 2005, the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Armenia and Azerbaijan 
held eleven meetings on the detailed elaboration of the new variation 
of the peace plan.  However, all this time the public of both countries 
was not informed about conditions of a peaceful solution.  However, 
in early July 2005, the Armenian and Azerbaijani media               
simultaneously informed their publics on details of the new plan 
named the “stage by stage-package”.  The core of this plan was as 
follows: Armenians return to Azerbaijan 5 occupied regions around 
Nagorno-Karabakh, where stage by stage and under the protection of 
peace-keeping forces Azerbaijani inhabitants will be re-settled; all 
communications and borders between Armenia and Azerbaijan, and 
also between Armenia and Turkey would be opened; after that, in  
10-15 years time, a referendum would take place in Nagorno-



Karabakh which would define the status of this region: whether to 
join Armenia; to become an independent state; or to remain within 
Azerbaijan (35). 

In Armenia the new plan of the MG was met cautiously and 
with reservations, but nevertheless loyally, especially the idea of a 
referendum. Armenia understood that actually the option of    
“independence in exchange for land” was offered to the parties of the 
conflict.  But there was no confidence that Azerbaijan would agree to 
it. 

In Azerbaijan such a plan was at once met extremely 
negatively, with especially sharp aversion being caused by the idea 
of referendum.  The Deputy Foreign Minister of Azerbaijan Araz   
Azimov tried to soften the reaction, having obscurely specified    
during a press conference that, “it still is not known what will happen 
in 15-20 years.  In fact Azerbaijanis will also return to Karabakh”.  
However the indignant Azerbaijan society obviously did not accept 
the idea of referendum, considering it as the handing over of        
Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia.  Then the authorities of Azerbaijan 
decided not to aggravate the situation, especially before the 
parliamentary elections of November 2005 and the Azerbaijani 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs leadership hastened to declare that “the 
information on the carrying out of a referendum in Nagorno-
Karabakh is of provocative character”. And in general, “the 
referendum is not a subject of the negotiations. We are ready for any 
mode of cooperation, but within the framework of Azerbaijan’s 
territorial integrity” (36). 

The co-chairmen of the MG, as well as the Armenian         
authorities reacted to the position of official Baku with 
understanding.  But as soon as the parliamentary elections had 
passed,     American co-chairman of the MG, Steven Mann made a 
statement that the upcoming year of 2006 should become decisive in 
solution of the Karabakh conflict.  Azerbaijan and Armenia will not 
have any elections and this will allow the authorities to concentrate 
completely on the negotiating process.  

Really, this time the Azerbaijan authorities did not deny the 
fact that the idea of a referendum was being discussed.  But all the 
same they hastened to calm the public with statements that it in no 
case would violate the territorial integrity of the country as it would 



have national character, and the entire population of Azerbaijan 
would take part in it (37).  

Azerbaijani society did not trust these statements and in   
January 2006, numerous protests against the proposed plan and       
referendum took place. In Armenia, the reaction appeared to be 
smoother: the idea of referendum as a whole created positive interest 
though there was no confidence that Azerbaijan would agree with its 
results.  

Under such conditions, the widely anticipated meetings of the 
presidents in Rambouillet, near Paris on 10-11 February 2006 ended in 
complete fiasco.  Naturally, each party accused the other of being at 
fault.  In Azerbaijan, talks started again on the possibility of a military 
solution to the Karabakh conflict.  In response, blackmail followed 
from the Armenian side: on 3 March 2006 Kocharyan declared that if 
the negotiations come to an impasse and Azerbaijan disagrees with the 
proposed plan then Armenia will officially recognize the independence 
of Nagorno-Karabakh and will mobilize its army (38). 

The most disappointed by the Rambouillet failure among the 
intermediaries were the Americans who did not hide their emotions 
at all, neither on the level of US administration, nor on the            
ambassadors’ level (39). And in March, the USA organized a new 
meeting between the foreign ministers of both republics in        
Washington.  Finally, on 5 June 2006, in Bucharest the co-chairmen 
of the MG made a second attempt, and Ilham Aliyev's meeting with 
Robert Kocharyan took place. But it also ended without any results, 
something that was met by the Azerbaijani public very positively, 
proving the scale of negative attitudes towards the idea of a          
referendum. But the co-chairmen of MG, especially the Americans, 
did not lose hope, and staked their all: on 22 June 2006, in Vienna 
the new American co-chairman of the MG, Matthew J. Bryza, on 
behalf of the co-chairmen of the Minsk group, made an unexpected 
statement at the permanent council of the OSCE about the main 
principles of solution to the conflict.  Once again having specified, 
that “2006 is a window of opportunity”, the co-chairmen of the MG 
specified the basic elements of the “Prague process”: 1. Armenia 
stage by stage would withdraw its armies from 5 occupied territories 
around Nagorno-Karabakh, except Kelbadjar and Lachin regions for 
which “a special approach” is required; 2. Diplomatic and economic 



relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan would be normalized; 3. 
Peacekeepers would be deployed to the conflict zone and peaceful 
inhabitants would return to their homes;  4. For reconstruction of the 
region international economic assistance would be rendered; 5. A 
referendum in connection with the status of Nagorno-Karabakh 
would take place.  In the end, the co-chairmen of the MG openly  
declared that they “have exhausted their imagination”, and there was 
no “meaning in the continuation of intermediary diplomacy”.  Now 
there came a time for the populations to discuss the proposed        
options, as the presidents could not come to a consensus (40). 

A day later, the Armenian Ministry of Foreign Affaires made 
an official statement which added two more items to the above-stated 
list: 1. The question of a corridor (Lachin region) between Armenia 
and Nagorno-Karabakh; 2. Granting interim status to Nagorno-
Karabakh before carrying out of a referendum.  But the most        
important part of the statement by the Armenian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs was the indication that, “the status of Nagorno-Karabakh 
should be solved by the people of Nagorno-Karabakh by               
referendum”, and “that the question is already agreed upon by the 
presidents of Armenia and Azerbaijan” (41).  

This caused a real explosion in Azerbaijan.  Firstly, Matthew 
J. Bryza openly stated that during the negotiations the parties had 
discussed the question of a referendum.  And in fact, the Azerbaijani 
authorities, and even Ilham Aliyev personally, categorically denied 
anything of the sort.  For this reason, official Baku’s reaction to 
Bryza’s statement was the most enflamed: it accused the MG         
co-chairmen of distorting the negotiating process and again tried to 
calm Azerbaijani society.  

Despite all of this, the negotiating process proceeded.  At the 
beginning of December 2006, Azerbaijani Foreign Minster Elmar 
Mammadyarov made an optimistic statement that practically almost 
all of the problems, save one, had been solved (42).  However, on 15 
December the Armenian president Robert Kocharyan made an      
official statement in which he said, “there must not be expectations 
for active negotiations on the Karabakh problem before the end of 
parliamentary elections” in spring 2007 (43). That was the end of the 
negotiating process. Considering the forthcoming parliamentary 
elections in Armenia and presidential elections in Azerbaijan, it is 



obvious that a new active phase or “a window of opportunity” for 
negotiations will not be possible earlier than 2009, most likely in 
2010. 
Position of the Societies in Azerbaijan and Armenia 

 
During all these years the intermediaries often specified that 

even if the presidents reach any consensus, the final word belongs to 
the two competing nations for it is a question not only of searching 
for an option of compromise, but also of the peaceful co-existence of 
Armenia and Azerbaijan.  However nobody seriously strived to get 
closely acquainted with the public opinion of the parties.  At best, 
statements by certain political forces or other were paid attention to.  

Meanwhile, in both republics during last few years             
sociological surveys have been regularly conducted amongst the          
population on the given problem.  The results of these surveys give 
us a snapshot of the feelings in the both republics.  For the moment, 
the results of these surveys are rather the most objective criterion 
defining the positions of both societies on the Karabakh conflict.   

To begin with we shall consider the results of surveys which 
were conducted in 2001-2003 by the Baku and Yerevan press clubs 
with the participation of Armenian journalists in Nagorno-Karabakh.  
In 2001 more than half of the Azerbaijan population (56,0%)       
considered the most comprehensive way of solving the conflict to 
include Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan without providing any   
special status, while 33,7% believed in the necessity of granting   
Nagorno-Karabakh autonomous status within Azerbaijan.  These two 
options obviously dominate the Azerbaijani consciousness.  At the 
same time during this period, the majority (68,8%) supported the 
peaceful resolution of the conflict whereas supporters of a military 
approach numbered only 13%.  In Armenian society, the number of 
adherents to a peaceful solution was almost the same (69,9%), 
though 24%  did not exclude a possibility of renewal of war in case 
negotiations fail.  Certainly, unlike Azerbaijanis, Armenians see the 
resolution of the conflict by the recognition of the independence of 
Nagorno-Karabakh or its joining to Armenia. The results in 2002 and 
2003 as a whole were identical to those of 2001 (44). 

One more joint sociological study on the Karabakh problem 
in the second half of 2004 was carried out by the “Region” Research 



Centre Association of Investigative Journalists of Armenia and the 
Institute of Peace and Democracy (Azerbaijan).  As the possibility of 
renewal of military activity was exaggerated during that period, the 
aim was to define the attitude of the population towards this option.  
It appeared that in Azerbaijan, 17% of citizens did not believe that 
their country would emerge victorious in case of the renewal of war.  
However, 35,9% had no doubts in the victory of Azerbaijan in a new 
war, and more than 24,8% considered such a path of development an 
entirely possible one.  In other words, almost 61% of inhabitants of 
Azerbaijan in late 2004 believed in a possibile victory of the      
Azerbaijani army, while only 3-4 years beforehand, many more   
people doubted in such a victory.  Meanwhile, residents of the capital 
and the older generation have more doubts, while inhabitants of the 
provinces and the younger generations are more disposed towards 
war.  At the same time, 7,1% of Azerbaijani respondents were     
convinced of an Armenian victory in war and more than 13,6%    
consider an Armenian victory as a real possibility (45).  

However, the answers of the Armenian respondents are  
practically similar: only 8,6% are pessimistic of the possibility of 
Armenia winning if war is resumed.  68,5% do not doubt in the    
success of the Armenian army.  It is notable that 3,2% of the        
Armenian respondents are convinced of an Azerbaijani victory in a 
new war, while 19,3 % suppose such a possibility (46). 

Answers as to the reasons impeding the resolution of the 
conflict are also interesting. Azerbaijanis regarded the main reasons 
the historical enmity (48,5%), hatred of Armenians to Azerbaijanis 
(41,3%) and a hard line of Armenia at negotiations.  Surprisingly, but 
contrary to the statements of many Azerbaijani politicians, most of 
the grassroots do not agree that the geopolitical factor has that much 
to play (the confrontation of Russia and USA, the role of Turkey and 
Iran) and they have ranked that factor only sixth in importance (47). 

In Armenia the majority of respondents (57,1%) agree with 
the idea that the basic reason in the failure of finding a solution to the 
conflict is the historical enmity factor.  But views of Armenian     
respondents are no longer the same: 54,6% of those surveyed 
stressed the incompatibility of the requirements of the parties and 
48,5% mentioned the regional factor and geopolitical contradictions.  



Further, they stressed the hatred of the peoples to each other and the 
rigidity of Azerbaijan in the negotiating process (48).  

In other words, this survey has revealed that Azerbaijanis  
accuse the Armenian side in the non-solution of the Karabakh      
conflict whereas the other party ties it with objective circumstances 
which do not proceed from Armenia’s position, and more depending 
on external factors.  At the same time, the conducted survey and 
monitoring of the media have revealed the existence of plenty of 
stereotypes and myths among the people which every year play an 
increasingly important role in studying the Karabakh conflict. 

In 2006 the “Ray” monitoring centre conducted two public 
opinion polls amonst the population of Azerbaijan on the Karabakh 
topic, the first one being in early March, right after the failure of 
negotiations in Rambouillet.  It appeared that the majority of         
Azerbaijanis (51,6%) consider that there is a threat of resumption of 
war whereas 19,9% do not believe in such a succession of               
developments.  In the meantime, the overwhelming majority of the 
population (78,8%) believe in the ability of the Azerbaijan army to 
recapture the occupied territory whereas 10,3% were pessimistic of 
that ability (49).  

Right after the failure of negotiations in Bucharest in June, 
the “Ray” centre conducted one more survey amongst the population 
of Azerbaijan. It appeared that 52% positively perceived the increase 
in the defense budget though 34,1% expect that this money will be 
siphoned by high ranking generals and unscrupulous officials.  At the 
same time, another overwhelming majority (80,1%) believed in the 
ability of the Azerbaijani army to recapture the occupied territories 
whereas 12,5% did not (50). 

Thus, sociological surveys of last few years show some    
precise dynamics.  On the one hand, in the Azerbaijani society the 
belief in a possibility of a peaceful solution to the conflict is still 
alive.  As a rule, supporters of a peaceful solution to the conflict are 
representatives of the senior generation and inhabitants of the capital.  
Among them are those that believe that the solution to the Nagorno-
Karabakh problem can only be achieved by the process of the       
democratization of Azerbaijan and Armenia and their integration into 
western structures.  At the same time, surveys continually reveal the 
increasing radicalization of	 Azerbaijani society, and the growing  



belief that the increase of the country’s military budget is justified 
and will lead, eventually, to success.  As a result, the number of 
those who believe in the success of the Azerbaijan army in case of 
resumption of military hostilities increases every year.  Such views 
are especially popular in the provinces, and also among the younger 
generation.  The latter is quite natural, as in fact, after the termination 
of military action in Azerbaijan in 1994, a generation has been 
brought up, unlike their parents, not at war, but with the idea that the 
occupied territories must be returned. 

However, Armenian society cannot be called peaceful or   
tolerant either, something which is visible from the results from   
surveys and monitoring of local media during last few years, in 
particular, by joint projects of the Institute of Peace and Democracy 
(Azerbaijan) and the “Region” Research Centre Association of     
Investigative Journalists of Armenia.  And the fact that today the 
Karabakh theme does not occupy the primary place in the Armenian 
media is only because in Armenian society today this problem is  
perceived as being de facto solved and it is not at all by chance that 
almost all Armenian political scientists and experts repeat in unison 
in all of their articles and interviews, “we have simply taken what 
belongs to us”.  And now the Armenian society waits, while the   
international community recognizes, at last, their victory and    
“eventually, Karabakh will be joined to Armenia”.  But first of all, 
Armenians want “Azerbaijan to recognize its defeat” (51). 
 
 
Is There a Solution to the Karabakh Conflict? 

 
As we can see, the oldest conflict in post-Soviet space, the 

Karabakh conflict has not only not been solved by now, but nor is 
there even hope that it can be solved in the near future despite both 
Azerbaijan and Armenia as well as those outside the region realizing 
all precariousness and danger of a non-solution to the conflict.   

Moreover, a vicious circle has appeared.  The time factor has 
not helped any of the parties. The economies of Azerbaijan and   
Armenia, in comparison with the beginning of the 1990’s, have    
noticeably improved, however, it has not increased the living      
standards of the populations in the both countries.  Hopes of official 



Baku and of Azerbaijan society, that oil contracts and the inflow of 
multi-billion dollar investments into the country would lead to 
achievements on the solution of the Karabakh conflict, have by today 
all but completely faded. The international community has not only 
not forced Armenia to leave the occupied lands of Azerbaijan, but 
has not even recognized it as an aggressor. Refugees have become 
strongly radicalized and became a tool for the opposition which 
skillfully accuses the authorities of a policy of betrayal of the  
national interests. The positions of the Azerbaijani authorities have 
noticeably weakened; they cannot diplomatically solve the conflict, 
but nor are they ready for war. 

But Armenia has also been laden with disappointment.  The 
policy of Robert Kocharyan in the Karabakh conflict has led to a 
crash in the hopes of Armenian society.  In fact, despite everything, 
including the active support of the Diaspora, the international 
community has not approved the status quo and has not recognized 
the results of the war.  And Azerbaijan does not only not want to 
surrender, but Azerbaijani society is becoming more and more 
radicalized.  Moreover, due to the conflict, Armenia was left out of 
regional economic projects.  Moreover, today the Baku-Tbilisi-Jeyhan 
oil pipeline is already under construction, and in the years following 
the completion of the construction of the Baku-Erzurum gas pipeline 
and Baku-Akhalkalaki-Kars railway, Armenia will practically be 
completely isolated, and the real difficulties for its economy will start 
then.  

Where does the problem lie in this conflict?  Is it possible to 
solve it in the foreseeable future?  Where and what are the mistakes 
of the intermediaries?  

The problem of the Karabakh conflict lies in that the 
competing parties have different views as to the history, reasons and 
character of the conflict.  Actually, this should be the case.  Such 
things take place in other conflicts as well.  In fact the real problem 
is that both the parties are convinced in the uniqueness of the conflict 
in question and in many respects everything proceeds from there.  
Hence there are constant charges addressed to the intermediaries and 
the whole world which, ostensibly, does not wish to be engaged 
seriously in the solution of this “unique” conflict.  



Being a typical ethnic conflict, the Karabakh conflict has 
divided the peoples, who only in the XX century started to search for 
their place in the world and to create their national states. It is 
possible to find in modern history many similar examples.  It is 
enough to recollect how France and Germany, for almost 130 years 
with some breaks, fought with each other for ownership of Alsace 
and Lorraine.  Or the Kashmir dispute between Pakistan and India, 
the Cyprian crisis between the Greeks and Turks, the Arab-Israeli 
confrontation and many other conflicts in Europe, Africa and Asia.  
The characteristic feature of such conflicts is that these kinds of 
conflicts are not solved quickly.  People need to get tired of the 
conflict and then there will be a better basis for more serious 
negotiations and the search of a peaceful solution.  

Though in the first quarter of XX century two Armenian-
Azerbaijani conflicts (1905-1906 and 1918-1920) took place, 
actually, it is necessary to start with the present one, the third 
between the parties. The opinion, that Armenians and Azerbaijanis 
are tired of the conflict is erroneous.  Actually, both nations are tired 
of conducting military operations, but not of the conflict.  As history 
of other similar conflicts has shown, it is impossible to guarantee that 
after the weariness of war or its consequences passes, there will not 
be a new stage of escalation of the conflict.  For this purpose, it is 
necessary that both societies live in an atmosphere of mutual distrust 
and enmity, with an absence of real information about each other 
against a backdrop of numerous myths and stereotypes, fears and 
suspicions.  And, most importantly is that first and foremost, that the 
younger generations be of this persuasion.  

Today all this exists already in Azerbaijan and Armenia.  
The level of conflict and mistrust between both nations is 
unordinarily high, which can be testified to by numerous public 
opinion polls and the constant hysterical propaganda campaigns in 
both societies in connection with the negotiations. The fact that 
neither Armenian nor Azerbaijani society is democratic also plays a 
certain role.  It is an important factor as for the settlement of the 
conflict it will be necessary to choose not between the “fair” and 
“unfair” world as many think in Armenia and Azerbaijan today, but 
between the world of “bad” and “worse”.  And considering the present 
circumstances nobody will concede, neither the authorities of the 



parties nor the societies for they are not yet ready to make 
compromises. Moreover, both parties believe that time works to their 
advantage, which also influences the negotiating process. 

External factors also play a significant role in the Karabakh 
conflict.  The role of Russia, considering the region as its sphere of 
influence, always was and still remains significant. Today Western 
countries, primarily the USA, have become more active in the region 
and this undoubtedly affects the process of conflict resolution. 

At the same time, serious mistakes were made and are still 
being made by the intermediaries.  It is impossible to impose a plan 
of peaceful solution on the parties on the basis of the difficult 
realities, which have developed as a result of military operations. In 
other words, if, for example, the leading countries of the world 
compel Azerbaijan to take such a step then a new war and new 
victims will be simply inevitable because in that case force will be 
perceived as the only effective tool to decide the conflict.  It is 
necessary to move forward bearing in mind that Karabakh is equally 
dear to both nations, and it should become the bridge for the building 
of a good-neighborhood, instead of serving as a watershed or a 
precipice between Armenians and Azerbaijanis.  

The non-solution of the Karabakh, or to be exact, the 
Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict, makes both the nations hostages to 
the conflict and, in a broader meaning, the whole South Caucasus 
region.  The social and economic development of Armenia and 
Azerbaijan under conditions of non-solution of the conflict takes 
place to the detriment of the national interests of both nations.  At the 
same time the conflict renders serious influence on reforms in the 
political systems of these countries.  Finally, without a solution to the 
conflict it is impossible to speak about regional security. 

At the same time it is clear that the Karabakh conflict will 
hardly be settled in the coming years.  However, this does not 
necessarily mean that the conflict would be better off frozen to wait 
for a more suitable time.  In fact it means that without taking into 
account the complex internal processes in Azerbaijan and Armenia, it 
is impossible to force the process of a solution. And a more 
dangerous mistake is to expect that the authoritative style of rule in 
Azerbaijan and Armenia will permit a peace treaty to be reached 
with the support of the people.  The solution of the Karabakh conflict 



will take place along with the process of democratization in 
Azerbaijan and Armenia with both republics’ civil societies 
becoming more active.  These are interconnected processes. 

 
 

 
Chapter 2 

 
 

Azerbaijani-Russian relations: Friendship and Cooperation 
Based on Suspicion and Mistrust 

 
Mutual relations between Azerbaijan and Russia are of quite 

a complex character and do not always uphold the usual notions of 
“mother country and former colony” relations. Moscow’s policy 
towards Baku has always been connected with the general situation 
in the Caucasus, a region from which challenges and threats to 
Russia’s national security have come. Though the Caucasus are 
divided into the North (Russian) and South (Azerbaijan, Armenia 
and Georgia) parts, both these regional subsystems make up a uniform 
geopolitical and cultural space.  Thus, Russia has always understood 
that effective control over the “Russian” North Caucasus substantially 
depends on processes undergoing in the South Caucasus. At the same 
time, the South Caucasus form a buffer zone between the Russian 
North Caucasus and the Islamic world, especially between Turkey and 
Iran - two states whose historic influence in the Caucasus has always 
been perceived by Russia as a challenge to its own interests in the 
region.  

As a result, Russian relations with Azerbaijan are based on the 
following major factors: the role of the Islamic factor in view of the 
rebellious Chechen Republic and a complex situation in Dagestan 
which lies on the border with Azerbaijan; the energy resources of the 
Caspian sea; and confrontation with the West, primarily United States. 

For Azerbaijan the following factors play the founding role 
in defining its relations with its northern neighbor: the Karabakh 
conflict and threat to the independence of the country; the energy 
resources of the Caspian Sea; and economic migration of a 



significant portion of the population of the republic to Russia to look 
for work.   

The basic conflicts in the inter-state relations of the two 
nations have been connected to the different approaches taken in 
regards to the above-stated factors. A dynamically changing 
geopolitical situation in the region and the role of external forces 
have been cause for additional complexity. Besides these objective 
factors, Azerbaijani-Russian relations have been considerably 
influenced by numerous stereotypes and myths about each other, 
which developed after the eruption of the Karabakh conflict and the 
collapse of the USSR, as well as the uncertainty of each other’s 
foreign policy orientations. 

 
 
The Period of “Isolationism” 

 
A number of contemporary problems in Russian-Azerbaijani 

relations emerged in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, when the 
Karabakh conflict erupted and USSR began to disintegrate.  At the 
initial stage of the Karabakh conflict, Azerbaijani society was 
effectively pro-Russian and had pinned all of its hopes on Moscow.  
However during the period of Gorbachev’s “perestroika”, the 
situation in Russia did not develop in Azerbaijan’s favor: the 
overwhelming majority of the Russian intelligentsia and the forces 
which were called then “democratic”, for various reasons, were 
aligned as pro-Armenian, and accordingly, anti-Azerbaijani.  In the 
Russian press of the time, there were practically no positive 
publications about Azerbaijanis or Azerbaijan (1).  And the policy of 
the USSR leadership headed by Mikhail Gorbachev was so 
inconsistent and contradictory that it caused Azerbaijanis “despair, 
feelings that it was impossible to break through the wall of 
prejudices, generating disinformation, perpetuating these prejudices” 
(2). It was then that many contemporary stereotypes the two sides 
currently have of each other  emerged.  

Public opinion in Azerbaijan quickly became anti-Russian.  
The arrival of Soviet forces in Baku in January 1990 (from the point 
of view of Azerbaijanis - Russian forces) struck a terrible blow to the 



image of Russia in Azerbaijan. This tragic event which was given the 
name “Black January” in Azerbaijan became the turning point of the 
anti-Russian orientation of the public consciousness of Azerbaijanis.  
In turn, mass emigration of the Russian population from Azerbaijan 
strengthened even more the anti-Azerbaijani sentiments in Russia.  

The final blow to Azerbaijani-Russian relations in this period 
was dealt by the terrible slaughter in February 1992 in Khodjaly, 
where up to a thousand peaceful residents were killed; the primary 
role in this massacre was played by the Russian 366th motor-shooting 
regiment deployed in Nagorno-Karabakh.  After that for many years 
anti-Russian sentiments dominated in Azerbaijan and “Black 
January” and the Khodjaly slaughter became the signature events 
concerning relations with Russia.  

 Thus, during a short period of time after the beginning of the 
Karabakh conflict, (from February 1988 until February 1992) 
Azerbaijani-Russian relations changed from Azerbaijan’s full 
orientation towards Russia to its full aversion.  Russia was perceived 
by Azerbaijanis as a successor to the USSR and a primary foreign 
policy factor, influencing the development of the situation in the 
region.  Thus the role of Russia in Azerbaijan then was perceived 
exclusively from a negative perspective, as an “empire of harm” 
which aspired to restore its influence in the former Soviet republics.  
All former illusions and hopes on Russia then faded, and in many 
respects this affected the fate of the first president of Azerbaijan, 
Ayaz Mutalibov: he was perceived as a protégé of Moscow and as 
such he was already doomed to being defeated and overthrown.  

Russia itself during this period was more anxious about the 
socio-economic problems that had arisen after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.  The authorities of the country headed by Boris Yeltsin 
were engaged in the construction of a state, including developing a 
new foreign policy line.  During this period of Russian foreign policy 
definition, sharp discussions were taking place among three groups 
of politicians, named in the media as “Westerners” (or “Euro-
Atlantic supporters”), “Eurasians” and “National-Revenge 
supporters” (3). Under the influence of new Foreign Minister Andrei 
Kozyrev and others politicians from the group of “Westerners”, 
Russia’s foreign policy choice was made in favor of rapprochement 



with the West, especially the USA. And the CIS countries, in 
particular the republics of South Caucasus, did not play a particularly 
special role in the foreign policy of Moscow.  Moreover, they were 
perceived as an economic and social burden for Russia and in mid 
1992 Andrei Kozyrev even suggested that Russia leave the region 
(4).  The Russian military units deployed in the South Caucasus were 
effectively abandoned and left to the mercy of fate.  Some of them 
decided to cross over to the side of one of the parties in conflict, 
while others attempted to leave the region with minimal losses.  As a 
result, the 7th Russian army deployed to Armenia became, for all 
intents and purposes, an operational base for the armed forces of 
Armenia, while the 4th Russian army deployed to Azerbaijan assisted 
Azerbaijanis in the Karabakh conflict.  The role of the Russian 
militaries noticeably increased in the region, and they often played 
the roles of politicians.  As a result, there emerged a paradoxical 
situation, although quite natural for Russia in that period, where 
matters of Russian foreign policy in the South Caucasus were dealt 
with not so much by Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev, as by 
Defense Minister Pavel Grachev! 

Under these conditions it was that in May 1992, on a wave of 
anti-Russian sentiment the government of the PFA led by President 
Abulfaz Elchibey came to power in Azerbaijan.  In Azerbaijani-
Russian relations there existed an obviously ambiguous situation: the 
parties officially declared their aspirations towards cooperation and 
took certain steps in this direction.  On 25 September 1992 the 
Russian Embassy in Baku was opened, and a week later the head of 
the government of Russia, Igor Gaydar arrived in Azerbaijan and 
wide complex of economic questions were discussed.  And on 12 
October Azerbaijani President Abulfaz Elchibey arrived in Moscow, 
and after negotiations with Russian President Boris Yeltsin an 
“Agreement on Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Security” was 
signed. 

However all this took place against a backdrop of mutual 
distrust of one another. The Azerbaijani authorities accused Russia of 
supporting Armenia in the Karabakh conflict and refused to enter the 
CIS.  At the same time, a policy of rapprochement with Turkey and 
the West was pursued, which could not help but stir a negative 



reaction from Russia.  Finally, on a personal level, the presidents of 
the two countries did not exactly hit it off, which also played a 
certain role.  As a result, after the first and what would be the last 
meeting with Abulfaz Elchibey, Boris Yeltsin put the ixnay on 
making further contacts with the Azerbaijani authorities, and the 
agreement signed on 12 October 1992 remained simply on paper and 
was not sent to the Russian parliament for ratification (5). 
 
 
 
 
Russia’s "Eurasian" Approach 

 
The second half of 1992 marked the turning point in Russian 

foreign policy.  The sharp criticism of the “Euro-Atlantic” doctrine 
from within the country and the disappointment in the policy of 
western states compelled Boris Yeltsin’s administration to pay 
attention to the supporters of the “Eurasian doctrine”, correct the 
foreign policy of the country, and turn their attention to the CIS 
countries.  As a result, minister Andrei Kozyrev declared that “the 
main priority of Russian foreign policy is mutual relations with its 
partners across the CIS” (6). In numerous statements by Russian 
politicians, it was specified that the preservation of the borders of the 
former USSR was vital for Russia. It was then that the term “near 
abroad” emerged.  

This reassessment of Russia’s foreign policy immediately 
influenced Azerbaijan, but the authorities of Azerbaijan in the 
autumn of 1992 once again rejected the invitation to become a 
member of the CIS.  Moreover, for the first time Azerbaijan raised 
the question about the status of Russian forces staying in Azerbaijan, 
including the “Gabala” Radar Station, a strategic location for Russia 
for the prevention of rocket attacks and control of outer space where 
more than 1500 Russian military men were serving, located in 250 
km from Baku in the north of the republic.  

Then Russian authorities pinned their hopes on the 
overthrow of Abulfaz Elchibey and his PFA government and 
bringing its protégé ex-president Ayaz Mutalibov to power.  This 



policy was carried out from several angles.  On the one hand, in 
Russia an openly anti-Azerbaijan separatist organization of Lezgins 
named “Sadval” was established, which set as its goal the creation on 
a part of Azerbaijani territory of a state of Lezgistan.  With open 
support by Russian authorities in 1992-1993, “Sadval” activists 
attempted to organize rallies in the north of the republic several 
times, especially in places of high population density of Lezgins.  
Russian authorities also rendered secret support to other national 
minority separatists of Azerbaijan.  Failures of deliveries of Russian 
goods and raw materials became much more frequent, which led to a 
catastrophic situation in the Azerbaijani economy.  Simultaneously, 
Russia began to render any and all military support to Armenia, 
which it did not even attempt to conceal. 

Though Russian authorities basically pinned all of their hope 
on their supporters amongst pro-Russian Azerbaijani politicians, 
divisions of the 4th Russian army deployed to the republic were also 
used.  

In early 1993 a political crisis rose in Azerbaijan between 
republican authorities and Surat Huseynov, representative of the 
president in Karabakh and the commander of the second corps of the 
Azerbaijan army, and very well-connected with the Russian military.  
Simultaneously a visit was planned for 30 June 1993 by Abulfaz 
Elchibey to London to sign a contract with leading western oil 
companies for the development of the Azerbaijani energy resource 
fields in the Caspian Sea.  

This contract had the potential to bring about serious changes 
to the geopolitical situation in the region and Moscow knew it.  As a 
result, contrary to the preliminary agreement with official Baku, at 
the end of April 1993, Moscow unexpectedly ordered the Russian 
forces in Azerbaijan to leave the republic at once.  On 28 May 1993, 
almost a year before the end of the agreed term (!), the last divisions 
of the Russian army left Azerbaijan, but not before having 
transferred all their arms and military technology not to the 
Azerbaijan authorities, but to the rebel leader Surat Huseynov.  The 
latter took advantage of these weapons and in June 1993 organized a 
march-attack on the capital Baku.  Meanwhile, regular divisions of 
the Azerbaijani army did not offer any resistance to Huseynov's 



group.  When Huseynov's troops were sighted on march to Baku, 
Elchibey submitted his resignation and on 21 June departed for his 
native Nakhchevan Autonomous Republic, succeeding beforehand in 
inviting Heydar Aliyev to Baku.  

At first official Moscow reacted very cautiously to the arrival 
of Heydar Aliyev on the political scene in Azerbaijan as the coup in 
Azerbaijan was organized in order to bring Moscow’s ally Ayaz 
Mutalibov to power.  To add to that, Boris Yeltsin had just recently 
in his book called Heydar Aliyev “a person with his hands dirty in all 
his small and not so small mercenary affairs” (7). The latter, 
certainly, heard about this and never forgot Yeltsin's bitter statements 
addressed at him, which subsequently would play a role more than 
once in Azerbaijani-Russian	relations (8).  But being 1993, Heydar 
Aliyev understood all unsteadiness of his position and the 
capabilities of Russia and consequently at once started talking about 
necessity for a sharp improvement in relations with Moscow.  

In Moscow Heydar Aliyev's signal was properly read and 
Russia banned the activities of the Lezgin separatist organization 
“Sadval” and recognized as illegal the Talysh-Mugan Autonomous 
Republic created in the summer 1993 by Aliakram Humbatov (9).  
After this on 6 September 1993, Heydar Aliyev quickly left for 
Moscow for a meeting with Boris Yeltsin.  During negotiations with 
Russian president Heydar Aliyev promised that Azerbaijan would 
become a member of the CIS and would suspend the signing of the 
oil contract with western companies. At the same time, Heydar 
Aliyev did not only agree to the deployment of Russian forces to the 
republic, but also expressed his readiness to pay for their upkeep 
from the budget of Azerbaijan (10).  Three weeks later, on 24 
September 1993 Azerbaijan became a member of the CIS.  

Then it was Russia’s turn: Minister for Foreign Affairs Andrei 
Kozyrev demanded from Armenia that they return to Azerbaijan the 
occupied Kelbadjar region, threatening serious consequences in case 
this demand went unfulfilled. Armenia, however, disobeyed publicly, 
and as a result Russia sent 200 military advisers to help the 
Azerbaijani army. Simultaneously, Azerbaijan received helicopters 
and tanks from Russia, as well as small armaments (11). All of this 



helped Azerbaijan to embark on a successful offensive in December 
1993 and even to regain a part of the territories occupied by Armenia.  

However, Heydar Aliyev's hopes for serious help from 
Russia in the Karabakh conflict were not to come true. Russia did not 
want to see Azerbaijan become any stronger, and in early 1994 
Russia provided military assistance to Armenia that allowed them to 
withstand the offensives by the Azerbaijani army. Simultaneously 
Russia demanded that official Baku fulfill their promise on the 
deployment of Russian forces to the republic, threatening Azerbaijan 
with new attacks by Armenia and new territorial losses should they 
refuse to comply (12).  

Heydar Aliyev understood the seriousness of the warning 
and effectively agreed with it. As a result, on 12 May 1994 with 
Russia as mediator, the warring parties signed cease-fire agreement 
and agreed to a truce.  After that there remained the question of the 
deployment of 1,800 Russian peace-keepers to the conflict zone. 
However, it caused an explosion of revolt in Azerbaijan, where most 
of the opposition managed to unite and oppose to this action. 
Moreover, the rapprochement of Azerbaijan with Russia caused very 
serious concern and discontent to Turkey and the USA, both of whom 
sharply became more active during this period and were able use their 
supporters in Azerbaijan for weakening Heydar Aliyev's authority.  
Nor did Heydar Aliyev want to play the role of the Russian puppet, 
understanding that on one fine day he would be replaced by another, 
more obedient figure. Therefore, a month later, once again having 
confirmed his consent to the cease-fire, Azerbaijan decided in favor of 
a multinational peace-keeping force, and in so doing defying Russia.  

From 1994-1996, Heydar Aliyev, if not as openly as Elchibey, 
stage by stage, moved away from Russia and at the same time begun 
to strengthen ties with the West and Turkey.  In September 1994 the 
well-known oil contract “deal of the century” was finally signed, 
changing the geopolitical situation in the whole region and noticeably 
increasing the interest of western countries in Azerbaijan.  
Simultaneously in 1994-1995, Heydar Aliyev completely crushed the 
pro-Russian opposition in Azerbaijan, and ex premier Surat Huseynov 
and ex-minister of defense Rahim Gaziyev escaped to Russia.  



Russia, at that time, could not maintain its position in 
Azerbaijan: in December 1994 the Russian army began the first war 
in the Chechen Republic and became mired in it for a long time.  But 
Russian authorities could not leave Azerbaijan unpunished.  A week 
after the beginning of the Chechen campaign, on 19 December 1994, 
under frankly far-fetched pretexts of preventing any help to the 
Chechens from the Azerbaijani side, Russia closed border with 
Azerbaijan, for all intents and purposes imposing an economic 
blockade: transportation of goods by rail, automobile and sea 
transport was forbidden.  As a result, by early 1996 trade between 
Azerbaijan and Russia decreased almost 40 percent (13).  

On the other hand, in response to the signing of the “oil 
contract”, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent a note of 
protest to Azerbaijan, having refused to recognize the contract 
although the Russian company “Lukoil” took part in it.  
Simultaneously, Russia along with Iran, and later Turkmenistan 
raised the question fn the status of the Caspian Sea.  In October 1994 
under orders of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Russia, 
Azerbaijani ships were forbidden to exploit the resources of Russian 
internal waters.  And, most importantly, Azerbaijan was refused the 
right to of ownership over oil-extracting equipment in the Caspian 
Sea (14). 

At the same time with all these developments, Russia sharply 
increased its cooperation with Armenia, concluding in 1994-1995 a 
number of military agreements, in conformity with which Russia 
acquired the right to deploy Russian armies to the territory of 
Armenia and to protect its borders. But not limiting its activity, from 
1993-1996 Russia invested in the Armenian forces a total sum of 
more than one billion dollars. This fact came to light in 1997 and 
became subject of an international scandal and resulted in the 
aggravation of Azerbaijani-Russian relations (15).  A statement by 
Russia, that the arms were intended exclusively for defensive 
purposes was not convincing and finally pushed the Azerbaijan 
authorities to deepen cooperation not only with Turkey, but also with 
the USA.  Moreover, for the first time in Azerbaijan, official talks 
began about the necessity of establishing Turkish, American, or 



NATO military bases on Azerbaijan’s territory as a counterbalance 
to the Russian military presence in the region. 

 
 
Pragmatism in Russian Foreign Policy During the “Primakov's Era”  

 
In January 1996 the foreign policy of Russia once again 

made a “zigzag”: the Minister for Foreign Affairs Andrei Kozyrev 
resigned and Yevgeny Primakov, who was an opponent of the 
accelerated integration of Russia with the West, succeeded him.  
Primakov strived for the restoration of Russia’s lost status in the 
world and opposed the expansion of NATO to the east.  It seemed 
that during Primakov's term, Azerbaijan would face new problems. 
However, Primakov was a pragmatic person and supported the 
strengthening of the CIS.  Moreover, it was very important for 
Azerbaijan that he had close personal ties with Heydar Aliyev.  
Owing to Primakov, in 1996 many problems in bilateral relations, 
which had emerged prior to him, were solved.  In particular, by the 
end 1996 the transport blockade of Azerbaijan was ended. The 
position of Russia concerning the status of the Caspian Sea 
noticeably changed in 1998.  Moscow agreed to divide the Caspian 
Sea into national sectors and the parties started the development of 
the special agreement.  

On the other hand, right after his appointment, Primakov 
made an attempt to find a solution to the Karabakh conflict.  In so 
doing Primakov especially emphasized that the conflict could only 
be resolved under the condition of respecting the territorial integrity 
of Azerbaijan. Obviously under the influence of the minister, in 1996 
Boris Yeltsin declared that Karabakh should be happy with the status 
of an autonomous republic offered by Azerbaijan (16).  As it caused 
serious objections amongst the Armenians, Primakov put forward the 
idea of a confederation named after the idea of a “common state” by 
the OSCE.  However, Azerbaijan disagreed with that offer.  An 
impasse situation emerged again in the solution of the Karabakh 
conflict.  However, Russia’s serious activity in the resolution of the 
conflict could not be questioned.  



As the result of a certain improvement in mutual relations 
between the parties, in July 1997, Heydar Aliyev paid his first 
official visit to Russia as a result of which the agreement “On 
Friendship and Cooperation” was signed.  Unlike the similar 
document of 1992, the present one was ratified and became the basis 
for the adjustment of mutual relations in various spheres.  
            However the question of illegal deliveries of arms to Armenia 
in 1993-1996 still remained as a stumbling-block: Azerbaijan 
insisted on the return of these arms and weapons to Russia and the 
punishment of those who were guilty.  The Russian side in every 
possible way evaded this question and put forward countercharges to 
Baku of delivering weapons to the Chechens.  As a result, by the 
autumn 1999, Azerbaijani-Russian relations again became 
aggravated: the parties sent each other numerous notes of protest. 

 
 
 
Vladimir Putin and Heydar Aliyev: Mutual Understanding Between 
Security Officers 

 
With the coming to power of Vladimir Putin in Russia in 

2000, a new phase was launched in Russian-Azerbaijani relations.  
Former KGB officers, Heydar Aliyev and Vladimir Putin related to 
each other with obvious sympathy and did make any attempt to hide it.  
At the same time, the pragmatic Putin understood the inaccuracy of 
Boris Yeltsin’s policy in relation to Azerbaijan which had brought to 
Moscow much more disadvantages, than advantages.  Russia 
exhausted its means of using its power to pressure Azerbaijan: the 
Karabakh conflict was not settled and military operations were also 
lacking.  The 1994 truce put an end to the stage of Russian-Armenian 
military power pressure upon Azerbaijan.  At the same time, the 
foreign policy of Azerbaijan began to adopt a pro-Western character.  
Actually, there were no strong pro-Russian forces in Azerbaijan.  If we 
add the results of Russian policy with regards to Georgia, then the full 
failure of Russia in Southern Caucasus in 1990’s has to be recognized. 

The new Russian leadership could not live with that defeat 
and put themselves to the task of restoring its influence in the South 



Caucasus.  Russia considered the United States and Turkey as its 
opponents.  Official Moscow understood perfectly well the pro-
Western policy of Azerbaijan, as well as Georgia’s, was leading to 
the objective restriction of the Russian role in the region.  Both the 
republics of the South Caucasus promptly distanced themselves from 
Russia.  The delivery of Caspian energy resources to the West 
bypassing Russia defined the geopolitical future of the South 
Caucasus.  

Vladimir Putin understood that Russia’s ambitions no longer 
corresponded with its economic and political opportunities.  Therefore 
his policy was more pragmatic: he declined the open struggle against 
Heydar Aliyev's regime, having recognized its inefficiency and even 
harm to Russian interests. At the same time Putin did not stop the 
struggle for Azerbaijan and the South Caucasus as a whole. But in those 
circumstances it was more preferable to ingratiate Heydar Aliyev's 
regime and create pro-Russian forces within the country, especially in 
the political establishment. However, it was planned that these forces 
would become active only after the end of Heydar Aliyev’s rule (17). 

On its part, official Baku realized that ignoring Russian 
interests may have fatal consequences. Azerbaijan remembered 
perfectly well how in the early 1990’s, Russia skillfully kindled 
separatist sentiments among nationalist minorities in Azerbaijan, 
especially among the Lezgins.  

Russia possessed and still possesses one more significant 
lever of pressure upon Azerbaijan.  In conditions of mass 
unemployment, more than 2 million citizens of Azerbaijan (almost 
25 % of the population) have migrated to Russia, in search of earning 
a living for their lives.  Primarily, it is men between the ages of 20-
40 years. Almost half of them live in Moscow and the surrounding 
area.  Up to the Russian default in August 1998, Azerbaijanis 
annually transferred from Russia to Azerbaijan up to 2,5 billion 
dollars, which was two and a half times as much as foreign direct 
investment into the economy of Azerbaijan for the given period.  After 
the August 1998 crisis, the situation has a bit changed and now 
Azerbaijani migrants transfer between 1 and 1,5 billion dollars home 
every year (18).  



That is why, to put pressure on Heydar Aliyev, periodically 
the Russian leadership would raise the question of imposing visa 
restrictions and the repatriation of citizens of Azerbaijan from the 
country, in addition to the suspension of monetary postal orders.  
These statements sounded a great resonance amongst the population 
in Azerbaijan, and compelled official Baku to be cautious in its 
relations with its northern neighbor.  

In any event, after Putin’s coming to power in Russia, 
Azerbaijani-Russian	relations began to improve.  And in early January 
2001, for the first time during post-Soviet period, the president of 
Russia paid a visit to Azerbaijan. Certainly, in Azerbaijan and in the 
whole region, special attention was paid to the fact that the Russian 
president made his first official foreign visit in the new century to 
Azerbaijan, having departed from stereotypes of the Russian 
diplomacy who ritually gave preference in Caucasian policy to 
Armenia (19).  The visit passed in a demonstratively friendly 
atmosphere that was a signal, especially to the USA and NATO 
members, that the interests of Azerbaijan and Russia in the region 
were not so polarized that the policy of official Baku should obviously 
be assumed to be anti-Russian and thus pro-Western (20).  It was 
certified by a political decree signed by the presidents, the “Baku 
Declaration on the Principles of Security and the Development of 
Cooperation in the Caucasus” and the “Declaration on Principles of 
Cooperation in Caspian Sea". The latter should be paid special 
attention, as in it Russia withdrew from its former position and agreed 
to divide the Caspian seabed into national sectors.  It was a remarkable 
concession from the Russian side.  

The position of Russia concerning the Baku-Tbilisi-Jeyhan 
pipeline	also changed: the Russian government withdrew its protests 
to the project under question and directed all of its efforts to 
complete construction of the Tengiz-Novorossiysk pipeline.  

Azerbaijan also conceded on many questions in Russia’s 
favor.  Authorities of the republic began to make statements that 
Azerbaijan was not striving towards NATO membership. 
Meanwhile, some Chechen refugees living in Azerbaijan began to be 
prosecuted, with some of them being arrested and extradited to 
Moscow.  



The rapprochement of the parties was so obvious that a 
number of experts began to talk about the imminent resolution of the 
Karabakh conflict and even the creation of a strategic Moscow-
Baku-Teheran axis (21). 

At the end of 2001, the question of the Gabala radar station 
was especially important in terms of mutual relations between 
Azerbaijan and Russia,	as the USA officially declared its withdrawal 
from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty of 1972.  It was a question of a 
strategic military object which allowed Russia to observe the whole 
territory of the Middle East, the importance of which increased even 
more after 11 September 2001.  Earlier, all attempts on behalf of the 
Russian side to solve the problem of the status of Gabala radar 
station had been fruitless.  However, now Azerbaijani-Russian	
relations entered a new phase.  Under the invitation of the Russian 
president in January 2002, Heydar Aliyev visited Moscow and on 25 
January he signed an agreement according to which the station was 
to be transferred to for a rental period of 10 years, for which Russia 
had to pay Azerbaijan annually 7 million dollars, totaling 70 million 
dollars.  Moreover, Azerbaijan was to receive 31 million dollars for 
the usage of this station from 1997-2001 (22). 

Thus, after Putin's coming to power there were changes in 
Azerbaijani-Russian	 relations. It was obvious that, despite some 
serious failures in 1990’s in Azerbaijan, Russia, nevertheless, kept 
open the possibility of returning again.  This time, Russia operated 
very cautiously, trying to pursue as much as possible a friendly 
policy concerning Azerbaijan.  High-ranking government officials 
began to pay regular visits to the republic and the role of Russia 
became more active in the settlement of the Karabakh conflict.  As 
Russian experts have remarked, the policy was directed to a 
“reorientation of the foreign policy of President Heydar Aliyev in 
favor of Moscow” (23).  

At the same time, Azerbaijani authorities noticeably softened 
the policy concerning Russia during last period of Heydar Aliyev’s 
rule.  On the one hand, it was a tactic the essence of which was “not 
to put all the eggs in one (American) basket”, confronting the USA 
with Russia. The key issue was Heydar Aliyev's desire to receive the 
consent of Russia in realizing his plan of bestowing power on his 



son, Ilham Aliyev, which the United States initially did not approve 
of and even criticized the plan (24).   

 
 

Ilham Aliyev's Presidency: Dancing Between Two Flames  
 

In 2003, Heydar Aliyev's health became one of the main 
factors in Russia’s policy concerning Azerbaijan.  Moscow was 
perfectly well informed about the serious illness of the 80-year old 
Heydar Aliyev and knew that in 2003, Aliyev the father would not 
take part in the presidential elections.  It was clear that Heydar 
Aliyev's epoch in Azerbaijani history had come to an end.  

Unlike the USA, its primary geopolitical opponent in the 
region, Russia did not have a special choice in Azerbaijan.  The pro-
Russian opposition was markedly weak, a situation in which Russia 
played a considerable role in creating by its policies of the 1990’s.  
The main candidates for a victory in Azerbaijan were the pro-western 
opposition parties.  That certainly  did not suit Russia who had not 
forgotten the days of Elchibey.  

Under these conditions Russia did not have any other choice 
but to support the victory of Heydar Aliyev's son Ilham Aliyev, who 
in his turn studied and worked in Moscow for many years.  On the 
other hand, for official Moscow it was important to keep Heydar 
Aliyev's team in power, most members of which were economically 
connected with Russia.  

In the summer of 2003, it was obvious that Heydar Aliyev's 
destiny was just a matter of time and it was necessary to make 
speedy decision as to his successor.  During that period in the 
Azerbaijani media there were many publications about a Russian 
“coming” in the form of a Moscow team of political strategists,	who 
had been called in to provide Ilham Aliyev's victory at the 
presidential elections in October 2003.  It was remarked that it was 
Moscow who had suggested carrying out in Azerbaijan the same 
“successor to the throne” style operation which had already taken 
place in Russia when Vladimir Putin had been appointed prime 
minister and almost there and then became the acting president, 
which eventually allowed him to use the powerful administrative 



resource of the executive authority to ensure his victory in the 
presidential elections of 2000.  It is difficult to speculate to the 
degree of accuracy in the Azerbaijani opposition media concerning 
their supposal about the role of “the hand of Moscow”, but the fact 
remains fact: in 2003, the Russian model of transfer of authority was 
repeated in Azerbaijan.  

In comparison with previous presidential elections, these 
elections had a character unusual for the republic, i.e. the level of 
slander against opposition in the pro-government media was so 
unbridled, that there was an involuntary parallel with the “dirty PR-
campaign” in Russia at the end of the 1990’s. 

On the other hand, as if on command, in the largest and most 
popular Russian media articles were published, obviously ordered, 
targeted at changing the ideas about the anti-Russian policy of 
Azerbaijan existing among Russians, and creating a positive image 
of both the Aliyevs, as well as justifying the necessity of a transfer of 
authority from father to son (25).   

At last, unlike the USA, which was hesitating and waiting, 
Russian authorities had precisely declared their interests and 
positions long before the presidential elections in Azerbaijan.  
Moreover, Russian Security Council Secretary Vladimir Rushaylo 
considered it necessary to arrive urgently in Baku one week prior to 
the voting and to express his support to Ilham Aliyev publicly (26).  
Of course, Russia at once, without waiting for the summarizing of 
the presidential elections of 15 October 2003, acknowledged Ilham 
Aliyev's victory, regarding it as legal and with no falsifications.  
During this period, the Azerbaijani mass-media was full of 
publications about the new “coming” of the Russians, this time 
comprising special services, which were planning a severe 
suppression of protests by the opposition the following day (27). 

It is difficult to say to what degree those publications came 
close to reality.  However, there is no doubt that Ilham Aliyev's victory 
was very much in Moscow’s interest and that, undoubtedly, they had 
supported him. It was not by chance that in the beginning of 2004,  
Ilham Aliyev made his first visit to Russia, which attracted much 
attention in Azerbaijan. The parties started to cooperate actively. It 



came to light that well known Russian businessmen of Azerbaijani 
origin began to invest more actively in the Azerbaijan economy.  

The strengthening of Azerbaijani-Russian	 relations forced 
the USA to become more active.  High-ranking representatives from 
the American administration and NATO began to visit Baku 
regularly.  The question of the establishment of NATO military bases 
in Azerbaijan again was included on the agenda.  The intensity of 
negotiations between the Azerbaijani leadership and the Americans 
concerning NATO bases, naturally now increased Moscow’s 
irritation.  The Russian response followed soon: having taken 
advantage of the next terrorist act by Chechens, on 15 September 
2004, Russian authorities imposed severe restrictions on crossing the 
Azerbaijan-Russian	 border.  And five days later, bus traffic was 
actually suspended and there arose the question of termination of 
railway traffic.  Officially it was done by the Russian authorities for 
the “necessity of preventing the entrance of Chechen and other 
terrorists from Azerbaijani territory”. However, Azerbaijan 
understood these actions unequivocally as pressure. In fact, alongside 
these measures, Russia also launched a campaign of deportation of 
Azerbaijani migrants that obviously was not connected with 
antiterrorist measures (28). 

Azerbaijani Authorities reacted to this signal adequately:   
Ilham Aliyev made two visits to Moscow, one after another. 
Vladimir Rushaylo, Russian Security Council Secretary, again 
visited Baku and the parties again tried to reach a mutual 
understanding.  It is interesting that during that period the “Monitor” 
magazine carried out a survey about the prospects of rapprochement 
between Azerbaijan and Russia.  It revealed that 38% of respondents 
positively evaluated such prospects, 35% disapproved of them, and 
27% remained indifferent (29).  

During the next two years of Ilham Aliyev’s rule, the 
situation was repeated: Russia closely watched the actions of the 
USA in the region, using a “carrot and stick” policy with Azerbaijan.  
Before the parliamentary elections in November 2005, as per 
tradition, Russian political strategists and special services again 
“came” to Azerbaijan.  This time even the Russian media openly 
wrote that the script of the Azerbaijani parliamentary elections of 



2005 had been drafted by the Kremlin, something which attracted 
attention in Azerbaijan as well (30).  Nobody in the republic doubted 
that the goals of the visits by the management of the Russian special 
services (the secretary of Security council Vladimir Rushaylo, the 
Chief of the FSB Nikolai Patrushev and the Director of Service of 
External Investigation of Sergei Lebedev) in the first half of October 
2005, were the prevention of a “colored revolution” in the republic.  
Many are sure in Azerbaijan that the arrests, which followed after 
their departure, of some influential pro-Western high-ranking 
officials, including minister Farhad Aliyev, were joint operations 
between the Russian and Azerbaijani special services (31). 

Concurrently, Russia suggested the Azerbaijani authorities 
take part in the creation of fast reaction force on the Caspian, in 
which naval divisions of the Caspian-basin countries would take part.  
Azerbaijan rejected that idea, but Russia has not lost hope on gaining 
the consent of official Baku (32). At the same time, Russia rigidly 
specified several times that in case of the establishment of USA and 
NATO bases in Azerbaijan, Russia would react negatively and 
substantially, with measures ranging from certain economic 
sanctions to imposing visa restrictions on Azerbaijan (33). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The Energy Blackmail of Russia 

 
In recent years the distinctive feature of Russian foreign 

policy has been an attempt to use its energy resources for the 
realization its intentions concerning other countries.  However, with 
regards to Azerbaijan, initially the energy policy of Russia was quite 
cautious, as Azerbaijan itself is rich in energy resources.  In the late 
1990’s the Russian power company of RAO EES made numerous 
attempts to take under its control the electrical power industry of 
Azerbaijan. However, Heydar Aliyev prevented these plans.  



However the situation began to change right after Ilham 
Aliyev's arrival in power. Unlike his father, Ilham Aliyev got down 
to some serious changes in the energy sphere. Two months after the 
inauguration of the new president, in December 2003, the Russian 
company “Gazprom” became the largest exporter of gas to the 
republic.  According to the contract signed with Azerbaijan, Russia 
undertook to deliver 4 billion cubic meters of gas to the republic 
annually until 2008.  Already at that time many Azerbaijani experts 
reacted negatively to this contract, regarding it as a serious step in 
transforming Azerbaijan into a state completely dependent on the 
deliveries of Russian natural gas.  These fears markedly increased at 
the end 2005 after the energy blackmail of Russia to the Ukraine.  In 
fact, the richochet of Russia’s gas blackmail of Russia against the 
Ukraine was felt in Azerbaijan at the time too: “Gazprom” raised gas 
prices 83% and in 2006 began to deliver gas to Azerbaijan at the 
price of 110 dollars per 1000 cubic meters (34). 

In spring 2004, prime minister Artur Rasizade made a 
sensational statement that Russian company RAO EES would 
replace the Turkish company of “Barmek”, which was engaged in 
distribution of electric power in Azerbaijan (35).  The Turkish 
company, however, was not going to give in voluntarily and then the 
Azerbaijani government launched a campaign of prosecution against 
“Barmek”, leading to a criminal case.  The confrontation ended by 
the autumn of 2006 with a full victory by the Azerbaijan government 
and “Barmek” capitulated and left the republic. In Azerbaijan there is 
no doubt that sooner or later the Russian company RAO EES will 
occupy its vacancy. 

However the primary developments took place in late 2006 
when Russian-Georgian relations became sharply aggravated, as 
Moscow had decided to punish Georgia.  However, without the 
support of Azerbaijan, an energy attack by Russia against Georgia was 
doomed to failure.  The USA and Western European nations could not 
leave their ally Georgia and consequently influenced the Azerbaijani 
administration.  But Russia had not been sitting around twiddled its 
thumps and struck two serious blows against Azerbaijan: on the one 
hand, in October 2006, Moscow decided “to put things in order” in the 
Russian marketplaces and began a campaign against migrants. By a 



strange coincidence of circumstances, primarily Azerbaijani migrants 
were affected by this campaign. Within a month, in November 2006 
“Gazprom” declared its intention to double the price (from 110 dollars 
up to 230) and simultaneously to reduce the volume of delivered gas 
threefold, that is from 4,5 billion cubic meter annually down to 1,5 
billion.  In Azerbaijan, these actions by Russia were unequivocally 
comprehended as political pressure (36).  

It was clear that in case of a Russian victory over Georgia the 
geopolitical situation in the region would change dramatically and 
could not help but affect Azerbaijan.  Western nations also 
understood the case, and it was not completely by chance that before 
a trip to Moscow for a meeting with Vladimir Putin, the Azerbaijani 
president made a voyage to Brussels where during a meeting with 
European Union authorities he signed a Memorandum of Mutual 
Understanding in the field of Energy.  In that memorandum it was 
particularly noted that the parties will try to reduce the dependence 
of the European Union on the Russian power resources owing to 
deliveries from deposits in the Caspian Sea (37). 

After that, Ilham Aliyev went to Moscow for a meeting with 
Vladimir Putin. By the subsequent actions of the parties, negotiations 
between the presidents were difficult and ended without any results.  
Azerbaijan refused to support Russia in its confrontation with 
Georgia. Ilham Aliyev directly declared this at the meeting of the 
government on 1 December 2006.  As the choice of Azerbaijan in 
favor of Georgia meant an actual refusal of the Russian energy 
resources, it was decided that the losses would be compensated with 
the “Shahdeniz| deposit.  In addition to this, it was also decided to 
reduce the volume of the oil transported from Azerbaijan through the 
northern, Russian route of the Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline. This was 
already a retaliation by Azerbaijan against the interests of Russia.  
“We have no choice”, said Ilham Aliyev during the meeting (38). 

Several high-ranking officials arrived urgently from 
Moscow, including Prime Minister Michael Fradkov in an attempt to 
change the position of Azerbaijan.  During these meetings, the 
Russian representatives tried to convince the Azerbaijani public that 
the increase in the prices for energy carriers was of purely 
commercial necessity and bore no political character.  It was even 



declared that the price of gas for all three countries of the South 
Caucasus would be the same. However, hardly had the high-ranking 
Russian visitors left Azerbaijan then “Gazprom” made a public 
statement that Russia’s price of gas for allied and loyal Armenia 
would be 110 dollars per 1000 cubic meters.  And Azerbaijan and 
Georgia would have to pay 235 dollars per 1000 cubic meters 
starting 1 January 2007.  Such subjectivity especially against a 
background of the previous statements by the Russian side gave 
grounds to Azerbaijan and Georgia to accuse their northern neighbor 
of a policy of double standards and energy blackmail (39).  Finally, 
Georgia agreed to the suggested price (40).  However, official Baku 
took up an even stiffer position and at the end of 2006 even strained 
relations with Moscow: president Ilham Aliyev demonstratively 
declared that the offered prices are not satisfactory to the republic 
and if “Gazprom” would not concede, then Azerbaijan would refuse 
the Russian gas.  Also hinted at was the possibility of Azerbaijan 
leaving the CIS.  Simultaneously, Azerbaijani authorities struck a 
counterblow to Russia, declaring that beginning in 2007 the 
broadcasting of Russian TV channels in the republic would be 
suspended.  Also it was specified that, in turn, Baku was going to 
increase the fee for Russia’s usage of the Gabala radar station.  
Finally, the state airline AZAL made a decision to completely refuse 
further deliveries of Russian aviation technology.  Thus a year, 
which had been declared the year of Russia in Azerbaijan, on a twist 
of fate, came to the end (41). 

 
 
  
Foggy and Contradictory Prospects 
 

Apparently, given the above-stated, Russian-Azerbaijan 
relations during the post-Soviet period did and still do have an 
ambiguous and inconsistent character.  Official Baku and Moscow 
constantly meet, sign some contract or other, and declare the 
principles of friendship and cooperation at the highest level.  But 
during all these years after the disintegration of the USSR, both the 
parties state mutual recriminations, claims, reproaches, and 



suspicious concern towards each other.  However, in interstate 
relations there is no open hatred or enmity, but the relations cannot 
be called friendly either.  

This discrepancy has been reflected also in the results of 
numerous public opinion polls in Azerbaijan. Thus, three surveys 
conducted in 2003-2005 by the “Puls-R” service have revealed an 
amazing situation concerning Azerbaijanis’ attitude with regards to 
the policy of Russia.  Respondents were supposed to mention the 
three most friendly, neutral and hostile nations to Azerbaijan.  In all 
three categories Russia was included in the first three!  Among the 
friendly countries it took second (after Turkey) place, with 
appreciable margin leaving behind the others.  At the same time for 
three years Russia headed the list of neutral countries with a 
significant margin.  Surprisingly, but the fact remains that Russia 
was also included in the three most hostile nations to Azerbaijan 
(after Armenia and Iran).  And, if in 2003-2004 it was the third 
among hostile countries, in 2005 it took the second place, having 
surpassed Iran.  In other words, if we do not consider the exclusively 
positive attitude towards Turkey and negative attitude towards 
Armenia in Azerbaijan, then Russia with easily occupies the leading 
place in all three categories (42)!  In fact, other sociological surveys 
also gave similar results.  Thus, in February, 2006 the “Ray” 
(Opinion) sociological service conducted a special survey on the 
attitudes of Azerbaijanis towards Russia.  The majority of 
respondents (78%) react positively or very positively towards Russia. 
Only 15% expressed negative attitudes. Meanwhile, 67% of 
respondents considered Russia as the friendly state.  9% of the 
respondents were categorically opposed to it.  More than 9% 
considered Russia as an economic competitor for Azerbaijan in the 
region.  Thus, it is absolutely clearly visible that the population of 
Azerbaijan today regards Russia quite favourably.   

However answers of the respondents noticeably changed, 
when they were asked questions on their attitudes towards Russia in 
the Karabakh conflict.  It appeared that from the viewpoint of the 
Azerbaijan population, Russia is interested in prolonging the conflict 
(54%), and only 19 % believe in the desire of Russia to help achieve 
a resolution to the conflict (43). 



Thus, public opinion polls precisely show that today for 
citizens of Azerbaijan there are two “Russia’s”: one is friendly or, at 
least, neutral, she is a close trading and economic partner. The “Other” 
Russia takes a hostile stand in such an extremely important matter for 
Azerbaijanis as the Karabakh conflict, as she is not interested in 
resolution of that conflict, being the strategic ally of enemy Armenia.   

The same discrepancy is visible in numerous surveys and 
research conducted in Russia about the attitude of Russians to 
Azerbaijan and Azerbaijanis.  Extremely negative publications in the 
Russian media about Azerbaijani migrants, and in general about 
Azerbaijanis, are to be found right alongside positive enough 
material about Azerbaijan.   

All this predicts that Azerbaijani-Russian relations will 
continue to be of a contradictory character in the coming years as it 
has been in the past.  However, it will not turn into an open 
confrontation, for both the parties, Moscow and Baku, understand 
their mutual importance and the importance of Russia and 
Azerbaijan for their national interests. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3 
 

The Iranian Trap 
 

 
Azerbaijani-Iranian relations are very important for both 

sides and are of an extremely ambiguous and intricate nature.  Much 
of this can be explained by the multiple aspects of these relations, 



and their deep historical roots.  The paradox is that this history has 
played, up to the present moment, on the one hand a positive and 
unifying role, and on the other, a negative and divisive one.  What 
follows is a brief history of Azerbaijani-Iranian relations.  

 
 
The Unifying and Divisive Past  

 
Both the ancient and recent history of Azerbaijan and Iran is 

tightly interconnected.  Both countries consider the same poets, 
writers and politicians as a part of their own culture and history.  
This is natural, for the simple reason that during last few centuries 
these two countries and nations (Persians and Azerbaijani Turks) 
were part of one state.  It is impossible to imagine contemporary Iran 
without Azerbaijanis, who regard a great amount of Iranian history 
and culture as their own.  In turn, Iranians also consider Azerbaijani 
culture and history to be theirs. 

Additional difficulty in Azeri-Iranian relations has been 
caused by the geopolitical factor and the policy of other states.  Thus, 
in the first quarter of XIX century, as a result of Iranian-Russian 
wars, Azerbaijan was divided into two unequal parts: one third of 
Azerbaijan was annexed by Russia, while the rest remained as part of 
Iran.  

As a result, the Azerbaijani nation was also divided into two 
parts, and its subsequent history developed in different directions.  
As before, Southern Azerbaijanis maintained the Islamic, and the 
broader Oriental culture, while the northern ones became acquainted 
with Russian and through it, with European culture. In particular in 
the north, Azerbaijani national self-consciousness arose and political 
parties began to appear.  

Nevertheless, despite the division, Azerbaijanis often acted 
together. The most vivid pages of the Iranian revolution of 1905-
1911, are connected with insurrection of Azerbaijani population in 
1908-1909 under the leadership of Sattarkhan.  During this time, the 
Northern or so called “Russian” Azerbaijanis played an active part in 
this insurrection. It is therefore no coincidence that the name of 
Sattarkhan, upon whom his fellow countrymen bestowed the title of 



“Sardare-Milli” (Leader of the nation) (1), has become a symbol of 
the fight for independence and the rights of the Azerbaijani nation. 

After the dissolution of the Russian Empire in 1918, leaders 
of the Northern Azerbaijanis declared the establishment of the 
Democratic Republic of Azerbaijan, the first of its kind in Muslim 
East.  These events gave rise to a national independence movement in 
Southern Azerbaijan, the head of which became, in 1919, Sheikh 
Muhammad Khiyabani.  In April 1920, Khiyabani and his supporters 
seized power and declared the establishment of a national government. 
At the same time, Southern Azerbaijan was declared the republic of 
“Azadistan”, which means “Independent State”. However, that very 
same year both independent Azerbaijani republics ceased to exist. 
Once again, Northern Azerbaijan fell under the rule of Russia, this 
time Soviet, and Southern Azerbaijan again became a part of Iran.  

At the very beginning of the Second World War, USSR’s 
army entered Iran and throughout the entire war controlled Southern 
Azerbaijan. Moscow seriously intended to annex the occupied 
territories.  On 12 December 1945, with the active contribution of the 
USSR a national government was created in Southern Azerbaijan 
under the leadership of Seyid Jafar Pishevari, a large part of whose 
government was originally from Soviet Azerbaijan.  Preparation for 
the unification of Southern Azerbaijan to the USSR was underway.  
However, after the withdrawal of the Soviet army in 1946, Iranian 
authorities destroyed the national government.  

Thus failed yet another attempt to unify Azerbaijan, and 
correspondingly, the restoration of the integrity of the nation.  
Though the foundation of these events was geopolitical factors, 
Azerbaijanis - both Northern and Southern - never forgot these 
events, nor did they forget that their countrymen live on the other 
side of Araks River.  This is why the Araks River has become a 
symbol of separation of close peoples in Azerbaijani literature.  

It should be mentioned that the Iranian authorities drew some 
conclusions from the aforementioned events and so as to weaken the 
separatist efforts, in 1946 they divided Southern Azerbaijan into 2 
parts, Western and Eastern Azerbaijan, with the capitals being in 
Tabriz and Rezaye respectively.  Later on, in January 1993 the 
Iranian parliament adopted a new law which further divided Eastern 
Azerbaijan into 2 parts, creating a third Azerbaijani province in Iran, 



its capital being Ardabil.  Moreover, part of Azerbaijani territory was 
handed over to other regions of Iran.  

From another angle, after these developments the ruling 
Pekhlevi dynasty imposed broad restrictions on the national 
development of Southern Azerbaijanis. Beginning in 1949, studying 
in their native Azerbaijani language was prohibited in schools and 
universities in Southern Azerbaijan. Moreover, Azerbaijanis were 
subject to huge fines or public floggings for speaking in their native 
tongue in public places.  As the result of these prohibitions, 
Azerbaijani language was used only within the family (2). In the 
1970s the policy of the authorities towards the use of  Azerbaijani 
relaxed somewhat, with fines and public floggings being abolished.  
But still, Azerbaijanis could not study in their native language.   

Throughout this entire time, the USSR kept a close eye on 
the situation in Southern Azerbaijan.  It was therefore with insight 
that the Soviet authorities treated the relevant requests of the 
Northern Azerbaijani authorities.  In particular, in 1958 a radio 
broadcast was launched in Azerbaijani for the population of Iran.  In 
that same year, the Embassy of the USSR in Tehran established the 
position of “Adviser on Azerbaijani Affairs”.  The reason for the 
establishment of the position was specially indicated in 
documentation: “We must not leave the national-independence and 
patriotic forces of Southern Azerbaijan out of sight” (3).  
 
 
Contradictory Relations in the 1980s-1990s 
 

The Islamic revolution of 1979 brought about substantial 
amendments in Azeri-Iranian relations. In November 1981, Khashemi 
Rafsanjani, the Iranian Minister of Foreign Affairs, declared that 
Tehran would recognize the independence of Azerbaijan. 
Contemporary Iranian researchers suggest that as a result of this 
verbal declaration, Iran became the first state to recognize Azerbaijan 
way back in 1981, and from that moment on, new relations between 
the two countries began (4).  

In any event, from then onward, Northern Azerbaijanis could 
listen to religious programs and statements by Khomeyni in 
Azerbaijani broadcasted from the ancient Azerbaijan capital of 



Tebriz without any problem.  Moreover, if the special services of 
Azerbaijan are to be believed, at that time in one of the most 
religious districts of Azerbaijan, Nardaran, 35 kilometers north of 
Baku, a semi-underground “Organization of Khomeynists” was 
established (“Khomeynichiler teshkilati” in Azerbaijani) (5). 

In response, no doubt, to sanctions from Moscow, the local 
authorities in Baku began to talk about a “United Azerbaijan”.  The 
intention of the Soviet authorities was clear: appealing to the 
nationalist feelings of Azerbaijanis, hoping to neutralize the Islamic 
influence of Iran (6).  

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the creation in 1991 of 
the sovereign Republic of Azerbaijan, with a population of 8 million, 
undoubtedly affected relations with Iran.  A new epoch in the history 
of Azeri-Iranian relations had begun. Therein, both sides strived to 
use the new situation in the region to their own benefit.  

The Iranian authorities proceeded noting that at that time in 
Northern Azerbaijan, the interest of the population in Islam was 
noticeably increasing. Other factors were also considered: most of the 
Muslim population of the country (more than 65%) are Shiites, in 
addition to the significant Iranian-speaking minorities (Talysh, Tats, 
Kurds, etc) living in the republic, which considerably facilitated Iran’s 
propaganda campaign. Rich oil and gas resources in the Caspian and the 
strategic role of Northern Azerbaijan as a “bridge” to Central Asia were 
also of great importance to Iran.  The desire of official Iran not to allow 
Turkey’s influence on Baku to increase also played a role.  It was then, 
for the aforementioned reasons that at that time Iran chose Northern 
Azerbaijan as its primary political objective in the South Caucasus (7).  

For its part, in Northern Azerbaijan there was a still greater 
increase in interest on behalf of the population in the fate of their 
fellow countrymen living in Iran.  Even according to official census 
data from 1986, 11,5 million Azerbaijanis (or more than 25% of 
population) were living in Iran (8).  Iranian experts and foreign 
specialists subsequently increased the number of Southern 
Azerbaijanis; however the figure always varied between 16 and 
20 million people.  Azerbaijani’s themselves considered this 
figure to be grossly understated and pointed out that in fact 
Azerbaijanis make up 30-35 million of Iran’s 70 million people 
(9). Not only the opposition, but also the authorities of Azerbaijan 



are in agreement on this: during the IInd Convention of 
Azerbaijanis Worldwide, on 16 March 2006 in Baku, President 
Ilham Aliyev officially stated that the amount of Azerbaijanis 
living in the world numbers to almost 50 million, 30 million of 
whom live in Iran (10).  Interestingly, right after that convention, 
on 25 March 2006 Afshar Suleymani, the Iranian Ambassador to 
Azerbaijan (himself an Azerbaijani) stated in an interview that, in 
fact, there are more than 35 million Azerbaijanis living in his 
country (11).     

It is difficult to say how many Azerbaijanis are in fact living 
in Iran, for there are no exact statistics.  But it is obvious that the role 
of Azerbaijanis in Iran is very important and they, alongside with the 
titular nation - the Persians - play a leading role in all spheres of the 
state. Ayatollah Seyid Khamenei, the current Spiritual Leader of 
Iran, and a majority of the Iranian clergy are Azerbaijanis by 
nationality. Azerbaijanis occupy many key governmental positions.   
There are especially large numbers of them in the officer corps of the 
Iranian army, and 80% of the country’s Air Force is comprised of 
Azerbaijanis (12).  

The Karabakh conflict amplified the desires of Northern and 
Southern Azerbaijanis towards unification. Since the eruption of the 
conflict demonstrations across Iran in support of Azerbaijan have not 
stopped.  Many Southern Azerbaijanis publicized their willingness to 
fight on the side of their “Muslim brothers against the Armenian 
aggressors” (13). 

For its part, in Northern Azerbaijan calls where heard more 
and more often for the unification of the Azerbaijani territories.  On 
31 December 1989, thousands of people, inspired by their first 
chance for fraternization in many long decades with their fellow 
countrymen, crossed the Arax river, by-passing the blockades on the 
Iranian-USSR border. Ever since, this date is commemorated as the 
Day of Solidarity of Azerbaijanis worldwide.  

Iranian authorities approached all of this quite calmly, 
without seeing the particular threat to themselves. At that time, Iran 
gambled on the religious factor, considering the idea of the closeness 
of Azerbaijanis even as being a positive factor.  Their assumptions 
were based on the supposition that for Azerbaijanis the religious 
unity were more important than feelings of ethnic solidarity.  Many 



Mullahs, either of Azerbaijani nationality or with knowledge of 
Azeri, began to flow into Azerbaijan from Iran in 1990-1991 for to 
revive religious life in Northern Azerbaijan (14). 

Even before the official collapse of the Soviet Union, on 12 
March 1991, Iran became one of the first nations to officially 
recognize the Republic of Azerbaijan, and in mid-August 1991, 
President Ayaz Mutallibov paid his first official visit to Tehran.  
Three months later in December 1991, Ali Akbar Velayati, the 
Iranian Foreign Minister, paid a return visit to Baku.  As a result, the 
parties established their first diplomatic relations, and signed a series 
of agreements on political, economic and cultural cooperation.  
Moreover, on the initiative of Iran, Azerbaijan was accepted into the 
Organization of Economic Cooperation, which then included Iran, 
Turkey and Pakistan, and to the Organization of the Islamic 
Conference. 

Striving to become even closer to Azerbaijan and to 
consolidate its progress, Iran decided to play a more important role in 
the Karabakh conflict and assumed the role of mediator.  On Iran’s 
suggestion, the leaders of Armenia and Azerbaijan met in Tehran in 
May 1992.  But this first and the only mediation attempt by Iran 
ended in a catastrophe for Iranian-Azerbaijani relations.  The 
Azerbaijani authorities were assured by Iran that Armenia would not 
launch any military operations.  However, even before the end of 
negotiations the Armenians took Shusha, the main stronghold of 
Azerbaijanis in Nagorno-Karabakh, in a surprise attack.  That event 
in many respects became a turning point in the war, and the moral 
responsibility for it lies fully with Iran. 

The image of Iran the authority of it’s of supporters in 
Azerbaijan took a huge blow, the aftermath of which is felt even 
today.  Right after that event, the idea of a pro-Armenian Muslim 
Iran became fixed in the public consciousness of Northern 
Azerbaijanis.  Since then any Iranian propaganda or anything 
connected with Iran has been the  cause of great irritation to 
Azerbaijan.   

The situation worsened even more for Iran when the PFA, 
after the fall of Shusha, came to power headed by President Abulfaz 
Elchibey.  Iran was declared a threat to national security, as was 
Russia, and they pursued the course of a union with Turkey and close 



cooperation with the West. Elchibey proclaimed his support of the 
idea of the unification of Southern and Northern Azerbaijan, while 
simultaneously calling for Azerbaijan’s release from “Persian 
domination”.  

Iran very much hoped that with the coming to power of 
Heydar Aliyev in June 1993 Azeri-Iranian relations would return to 
their previous course.  In October 1993 Iranian President Khashemi 
Rafsanjani made a visit Baku and spoke in support of the newly-
elected President Aliyev. Remembering the negative attitude of 
Azerbaijanis towards Iran after the fall of Shusha, then Iranian 
spiritual leader Ayatollah Khamenei stated that, “the Armenian 
government and Karabakh Armenians are oppressing Muslims of the 
region, and we condemn … the actions of Karabakh Armenians 
supported by the government of Armenia”(15). 

At the same time, considering the huge armies of refugees in 
Azerbaijan as a result of Karabakh conflict, in 1993-1994 Iranian 
authorities built 7 refugee camps in the south of the country, which 
accommodated up to 100, 000 people (16).  Thus, the first refugee 
tent camps emerged in Azerbaijan.  In response, Heydar Aliyev paid 
his first official visit to Iran in 1994 and signed more than 90 
documents, including a “Communiqué on Friendship”.  

However, at the end of 1994 Azeri-Iranian relations took a 
sudden turn for the worse: Heydar Aliyev, under pressure from the 
USA, refused to include Iran in the list of the participants of the 
international consortium to develop the oil and gas fields of 
Azerbaijan’s section of the Caspian.  By two years later almost all 
Iranian religious, humanitarian and social organizations had been 
expelled from Azerbaijan and not long afterwards the leaders of the 
pro-Iranian Islamic Party of Azerbaijan were arrested and sentenced 
on charges of espionage in favor of Iran.  

These actions by the government of Azerbaijan received 
public support.  Moreover, in 1996 the pro-Western opposition 
declared the establishment of the United Azerbaijan movement 
(“Butov Azerbaycan Birliyi” in Azerbaijani), headed by former 
President Abulfaz Elchibey.  The Diaspora also then joined in anti-
Iranian actions: the issue of the situation of fellow countrymen living 
in Iran has constantly arisen at congresses of Azerbaijanis 
Worldwide, which have been held since 1997.  



 
 
The Iranian Response and Change in Foreign Policy Orientation in 
the Region 

 
Iran’s reaction to all of this was predictable. The Iranian 

authorities made considerable amendments to their regional policy 
and after a few years of ambiguous activities established a 
partnership and later on, strategic relations with Armenia.  It is clear 
that, from a geopolitical point of view, this choice was not a very 
successful one for Iran.  Armenia is situated in the south of the 
Caucasus and it is surrounded by hostility: Turkey to the west and 
Azerbaijan to the east.  In the north it borders on Georgia, in which 
political chaos and economic dislocation have prevailed after the 
collapse of the USSR.  Moreover, the economic potential of Armenia 
cannot even be compared with that of Azerbaijan. The collapse of the 
USSR and Karabakh conflict have led Armenia to the brink of serious 
socio-economic crisis and the country is in need of assistance.  In other 
words, an alliance with Armenia appeared to be quite unbeneficial for 
Iran.  

But Iran, being isolated by international community, had no 
other choice.  At the same time, Armenia, which desperately needed 
help and support, happily welcomed an alliance with any state, 
including an “outcast state” as the Islamic Republic of Iran was 
considered.  In the 1990s, during the Karabakh conflict, it was Iran 
who supplied Armenia with gas and food necessities and actually 
saved Armenia from total economic collapse. Subsequently, the 
parties became even closer and as a result Iran became the Armenia’s 
biggest foreign trading partner (17). Economic partnership quickly 
turned into political partnership. As a result, Armenia became the 
“Iran’s window on the South Caucasus”, guaranteeing it a presence in 
the region.   

However, the unofficial but real alliance and strategic 
partnership of Muslim Iran with Christian Armenia instead of with 
the, albeit hostile but Muslim and moreover Shiite Azerbaijan was a 
scandalous rejection of the sacred “Islamic geopolitics” 
commandments of Ayatollah Khomeini.  But the Iranian authorities 
nevertheless took that step, which meant an almost complete 



departure from the ideological foreign policy commandments of the 
Khomeini era and a shift to pragmatic positions taking into 
consideration the real situation in the region and the area surrounding 
it (18). 
 
 
The Struggle for the Caspian Sea 

 
The status of the Caspian Sea and development of its energy 

resources brought about an additional difficulty in Iranian-
Azerbaijani relations. Undoubtedly, this disagreement could have 
been avoided if it had only been based on economic factors. It should 
be noted that in early 1990s Iran was not rejecting projects on the 
joint development of the oil resources of the Caspian, including with 
Azerbaijan.  At that time the problem of status of the Caspian did not 
play any role for Iran whatsoever.  

However, the problem of the development of the energy 
supply in the Caspian and its transit possesses a geopolitical and 
even a geo-strategic character.  In particular, Azerbaijan intended by 
developing Caspian oil, not only to improve its economic position, 
but also to solve the Karabakh conflict. In other words, Azerbaijan 
adopted a policy of “oil in exchange for Karabakh”. It pinned its 
hopes on the countries of the West, and most importantly the USA.   

It is worth noting that Azerbaijan initially agreed to sell a 
large portion of its oil to the leading players in the region, including 
Iran.  Leading European companies were also not against the 
participation of the Iranians in development of the energy resources 
of the Caspian.   However, Iran was officially announced to be a part 
of the “Axis of Evil” by the Americans, and under US pressure, 
Azerbaijan was forced to exclude Iran from participating in the oil 
project.   

The reaction of Iran was predictable: it rose the question of 
the status of the Caspian Sea. However, it was obvious that Iran’s 
position could change. As is well known, Iran is not in great need of 
developing new oil resources; it already possesses more than enough 
from the oil-fields of the Persian Gulf. But Iran has a well-developed 
infrastructure, and therefore it hoped that this important factor would 
play a role, and that, at least one of the oil-mains of the future 



pipeline would run through its territory pump oil to Iranian terminals 
at the Persian Gulf. From an economic point of view, Iran had every 
reason to believe that it could count on this. After all, the Iranian 
route would be much shorter for the transportation of Azerbaijani 
energy resources. Moreover, there is already a branched system of 
pipelines and terminals in Iran and connecting Azerbaijan onto that 
system would have been merely a technical issue.   

Again Iran was faced with bitter disappointment: under 
pressure from the Americans in November 1999 Azerbaijan refused 
the Iranian route for the pipeline, giving preference to the path 
through Georgia and Turkey. That was Azerbaijan’s sacrifice in 
hopes of resolving the Karabakh problem with its petroleum.   

After that, Iran took up a very hard line in negotiations on 
the status of the Caspian Sea. And not long afterwards Iran bluntly 
aggravated relations with Azerbaijan. As a result, in July 2001 the 
two nations were almost on the verge of war: Iranian destroyers and 
ships regularly hindered the development of oil resources near the 
border (19).  

Being aware of its weakness in a military confrontation with 
Iran, Azerbaijan preferred to refrain from military action. In turn, 
Azerbaijan accentuated regulation of the conflict situation through 
political means.  Principally, Baku pinned its hopes on the USA and 
Turkey. And these hopes came true: the USA directed a harsh 
statement at Iran.  Turkey went even further and seriously stated the 
possibility of armed conflict with Iran. General Huseyn Kivrikoglu, 
head of the Turkish general staff, paid an express visit to Baku.  This 
was followed by a demonstration flight by the “Turkish Stars” air 
squadron over Baku, which displayed Turkey’s determination to 
support Azerbaijan.  It was during this time that the influential 
Turkish official newspaper “Hurriyet” published an article: “Note to 
Tehran: if you touch Azerbaijan, you will have to deal with us” (20).  
 
 
The Southern Azerbaijani Movement in the 1990s  

 
Meanwhile changes were also taking place within Iran itself.  

Although by 1990 the Southern Azerbaijani National Revival 
Movement (SANRM) (“Guney Azerbaycanin Milli Oyanish 



Herekati” in Azerbaijani) had been established in Tebriz, no 
information on its activities was available for a long time.  

The situation changed in 1996, when parliamentary elections 
were beginning in Iran and a conflict emerged around Mahmudali 
Chehraqani, a hitherto unknown figure.  A professor at Tebriz 
University, a philologist by profession, who had advocated for the 
teaching and studying of the Azerbaijani language, nominated 
himself as a candidate in the parliamentary election.   Even before 
the election he made a statement, which later became his slogan that 
“I will go to the parliament, wearing the shoes of Sattarkhan” (21).  
By declaring this he had essentially stated his aspiration to continue 
the work of Sattarkhan.  It made him instantly famous on both sides 
of Araks River, while causing anxiety for official Tehran.  

The reaction of Iranian authorities was predictable: by 
falsifying the elections, they did not allow such a candidate to obtain 
a seat in country’s next parliament. Gradually the views of 
Chehraqani became even more radical and in early 1999 he put forth 
the idea of creating a parliament of Southern Azerbaijan, which for all 
intents and purposes would mean the federalization of Iran.  The 
Iranian authorities reacted instantly: on 26 February 1999 Chehraqani 
was arrested again, and a rally three days later held by students of 
Tebriz University in support of him was broken up by the police, 
resulting in approximately 100 students wounded and more than 300 
arrested (22). 

News of Chehraqani’s arrest and the break up of the student 
rally caused a reciprocal reaction in Northern Azerbaijan.  A series of 
pickets followed in April-May 1999 in front of the Iranian embassy 
in Baku.  While on 27 March a Committee on the Protection of the 
Rights of Mahmudali Chehraqani was established under the 
leadership of the head of the PFA, Abulfaz Elchibey, which further 
launched active work in the republic and beyond its borders (23). 

It should also be mentioned here however, that during this 
period the political views of activists of Northern and Southern 
Azerbaijan in many respects did not coincide.  The developments in 
Iran and especially those concerning Chehraqani were interpreted in 
Northern Azerbaijan as the initial stage in the movement for 
independence and the future unification of the people and the 
country.  



However, Southern Azerbaijanis at the time maintained more 
moderate views and did not step forth with the idea of fighting for 
the independence of Southern Azerbaijan. This was the initial stage 
in the movement of Southern Azerbaijanis. Even Chehraqani himself 
gave rise to contradictory opinions amongst Southern Azerbaijani 
activists (24). The most startling part was that Chehraqani himself 
regarded the information on the establishment of a committee on the 
protection of his rights without any special enthusiasm and was even 
surprised, and likewise regarded the position of many in Northern 
Azerbaijan. In an interview with the BBC radio station in April 1999, 
he stated clearly that while being an Azerbaijani, he was also proud 
of being an Iranian citizen and as such felt himself to be an Iranian as 
well.  And there had not been any talk about fighting for the 
separation of Southern Azerbaijan from Iran, he and his supporters 
were advocating only for the rights of the Azerbaijani people to 
speak and study in their native language, but necessarily within the 
borders of Iran (25). 

However, in late 1999 the Iranian authorities deported 
Chehraqani from the country. He left for Azerbaijan and from there 
to the United States. The move soon backfired on Iran. A moderate 
dissident, who was proud of being an Iranian and an Iranian citizen, 
very quickly radicalized after his deportation and became a real 
headache for the authorities of Iran.  Having become the leader of the 
SANRM, he established the work of this organization all over the 
world, especially in Iran.  The activity of the SANRM became larger 
scale and more diverse.  Thus, in 1999 Muhammad Taqi Zehtabi, an 
Iranian historian of Azerbaijani origin, proposed the idea of 
“climbing to the Bazz fortress”, which is located in Northern Iran, 
not far from the border with Northern Azerbaijan.  The reason for the 
climb was that this castle was the capital of Babek, the legendary 
military commander, deeply respected by all Azerbaijanis, who lead 
Azerbaijan’s fight for independence from the Arabs from 816-838.  
Zehtabi suggested to commemorate Babek’s birthday in early July 
with a peaceful procession to the Bazz fortress.  

Zehtabi’s call was at first weakly supported with only several 
hundred people taking part in the first march. However, in 2000 the 
situation changed dramatically. Chehraqani and his supporters gained 
momentum, having transformed the march to the Bazz fortress into a 



protest action against the Iranian authorities and at the same time a 
symbol of a united Azerbaijan.  

At first the Iranian authorities did not pay serious attention to 
this action.  But in 2002 more than 100 thousand people attended the 
march, which deeply troubled the Iranian authorities.   In 2003 
special services and the law-enforcement bodies made every effort, 
even to the point of arresting activists, to prevent the march.  But it 
didn’t help, and that more than 800 thousand Azerbaijanis took part 
in the march.  That idea, of displaying a more historical-cultural 
character very soon took the form as a regular demonstration of 
protest of Southern Azerbaijanis (26). 
 
 
The American Factor 
 

It is difficult to say how things would have developed in the 
region, if the tragic events of 11 September 2001 had not taken place 
and the US had not responded with military action in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. The activities of the Americans in the Muslim East brought 
about a serious change of course in the foreign policy of Iran in the 
region. After all, the USA had named Iran as the next country, after 
Afghanistan and Iraq, which “poses a threat to democracy”. Official 
Tehran realized what threat this posed for them, especially 
considering the active US penetrations that had begun in the South 
Caucasus and Central Asia.  As a result, the incidents in the Caspian 
came to an end, and Iran stopped provoking Azerbaijan with military 
force.  In May 2002, Heydar Aliyev paid a long-awaited visit to Iran, 
where the parties signed an agreement on friendship and cooperation.  
The agreement contains, in particular, points stressing the mutual 
respect of sovereignty and non-interference in each other’s internal 
affairs.  

At the same time, the active role of the US in the region was 
taken by Southern Azerbaijanis as a call to action.  SANRM was in 
the vanguard of these actions, and it had offices in Iran, Azerbaijan, 
Turkey and many Western European countries, as well as in the 
United States.  Its supporters were advocating for the independence 
of Southern Azerbaijan with their hopes set on eventual unification 
with Northern Azerbaijan.  In January 2003, with the financial 



support of Azerbaijan and Turkey, SANRM launched a broadcast 
through its own “Voice of Southern Azerbaijan” radio station to the 
population of Iran and Azerbaijan (27). 

Chehraqani’s sojourn outside of Iran changed his position 
and his views, as well as the opinions of others towards him.  He 
began to be perceived as the true leader of the entire national 
independence movement of Southern Azerbaijanis. Symptomatically, 
the change in views regarding Chehraqani was even reflected in the 
surname of the Southern Azerbaijani leader: up until 2003 it had 
been of an Iranian form, i.e. Chehraqani, but it now became 
Chehraqanly, adopting the Turkish pronunciation.  

Changes took place in the United States’ policies as well and 
it started to pay more attention to national minorities in Iran, 
particularly Azerbaijanis.  In April 2002, high-ranking US officials 
met with the leader of SANRM Chehraqanly.  After that meeting he 
made an official statement to the media stating that, “Our aim is the 
creation of a modern, democratic, secular state in Iran with a federal 
system of government, in which Southern Azerbaijan would posses 
the highest degree of autonomy” (28).  In keeping with his words, 
right after this the US started negotiations on the unification of all 
opposition circles in Iran.  The Americans insisted on preserving the 
territorial integrity of Iran as a democratic and secular state, in the 
framework of which Azerbaijanis could expect the establishment of 
an autonomous republic with the capital in Tebriz. Considering the 
stand of the United States and other Western Europe countries, 
Chehraqanly stated that he and other SANRM activists needed to 
accept the realities of the situation and thus advocate for the 
federalization of Iran.  They considered it to be “a step towards the 
independence of Southern Azerbaijan” (29). 

Later on, Chehraqanly came to Baku, where on 2 July 2003 he 
declared that the fight for a “new life for Southern Azerbaijanis” had 
begun and within 18 months Iran would become a federal state (30).  

Naturally, after that the situation in Iran became even more 
complicated.  On the day after  Chahraqanly’s trip to Baku, it was 
reported that several hundred thousand Azerbaijanis, on the initiative 
of SANRM, had made their regular march to the Bazz fortress.  All 
the efforts by the Iranian police to prevent it failed.  Following this, 
in July 2003 student protests began in Tehran and other large cities 



of Iran.  At the same time a petition began amongst the Southern 
Azerbaijani intelligentsia on the introduction of autonomy.  On 21 
October 2003, an open letter with the signatures of more than 600 
representatives of the Southern Azerbaijani intelligentsia was 
publicized (31).  

In response, the Iranian authorities began to carry out 
administrative reforms in which the most developed Azerbaijani 
cities were separated from their provinces and joined with those 
where the population was primarily Iranian-speaking. As a result, in 
August 2003 there was a bloody clash in Samirom, a city in which 
Azerbaijanis comprised the majority that had been annexed to 
Chahar-Mahal Bakhtiyari province, which was dominated by 
Iranian-speaking Lures (32).  

At the same time, in August 2003, Iran accused Baku of the 
militarization of the Caspian Sea. The grounds for the accusation 
were the conducting of joint Azeri-American naval training on the 
protection of oil-and-gas platforms on the Caspian from terrorists, in 
which 18 American military personnel took part along with 2 fighter 
helicopters and 2 patrol ships from Azerbaijan. And as at that time 
the media in many countries were discussing the question of an 
impending American invasion of Iran through the territory of 
Azerbaijan, the Iranian forces again began to threaten Azerbaijan by 
inflicting preventive strikes (33). 

Meanwhile, the Southern Azerbaijani leader Mahmudali 
Chehraqanly returned to the USA, where he proposed the idea of 
establishing a new organization – a Supreme Council of Nations of 
Iran. On 30 November 2003 it was created in Washington. Along 
with Azerbaijanis it is made up of the leaders of the Turkmens, 
Belujs, Kurds, Arabs and Lures (34). 

Thus, by the end of 2003, the Southern Azerbaijani national 
movement had risen to a higher, more respectable level, and 
possessed a strong organizational character.  They now had their own 
organization (SANRM) which had set up divisions in all the leading 
countries of the world, including in the West, and a charismatic 
leader in Chehraqanly, recognized both at home and abroad. 
Southern Azerbaijani leaders began to pay more attention to the 
dissemination of their views, specifically pointing out the mistake of 
the Iraqi Turkmen, who neglected this factor and, according to 



Chehraqanly’s observation, “did not go to the West and did not talk 
with international organizations, leaving them ‘on the sidelines’, and 
nobody is paying attention to them in post-Saddam Iraq” (35). 
Therefore, along with the radio station “Voice of Southern 
Azerbaijan” which had been broadcasting from the beginning of 
2003, on 25 April 2005, with support from Turkey, the “Gunaz TV” 
channel (Azerbaijani abbreviation for “Southern Azerbaijan”) was 
launched, becoming at once extremely popular not only in Western 
Europe, but in the Middle East as well.  Then when, for political 
reasons, the Turkish authorities suspended the channel’s broadcast in 
March, 2006, the Southern Azerbaijani leaders set up the channel 
“Oyanish TV” (“Revival TV” in Azerbaijani) in Sweden (36). 
 
 
"Iranian Season" in Azerbaijan 
 

By the end, 2004 American-Iranian relations had become 
even worse.  More and more often in the media were there reports on 
the impending arrival of American forces and NATO bases to 
Azerbaijan.  Iran’s anxiety noticeably increased in regards to the 
threat of an attack by the USA after the announcement by President 
George Bush on NBC TV about the possibility of carrying out 
military action against Iran.  It compelled Iran to sharply change its 
policy concerning Azerbaijan.  To begin with, in November 2004 the 
Iranian authorities agreed on the opening of an Azerbaijani General 
Consulate in Tabriz, the unofficial capital of Southern Azerbaijan, 
something that the Azerbaijani authorities had not managed to 
achieve over the entire previous decade (37).  

And December 2004 marked the beginning of “Iranian 
season” in Northern Azerbaijan. Within a period of several days, 4 
high-ranking Iranian officials visited Baku: Mehti Safari, special 
representative of the Iranian President on Caspian Sea issues; Masud 
Pezeshkani, the Minister of Health; Ali Yunisi, the Minister of 
Security and; Ali Shamhani, the Minister of Defense.  It is worth 
noting that only a month before his arrival in Baku, Ali Shamhani 
had announced the possibility of targeting Azerbaijan with rockets in 
case of a military confrontation with the USA and demanded that 
official Baku not let the forces of a third state onto its territories or 



into the zone of the Caspian Sea.  Now all this has been quickly 
forgotten, and the high-ranking Iranian officials began promising 
Azerbaijan many blessings.  It was obvious that Iran was trying to 
rapidly solve all of its problems with Azerbaijan trying to at least 
minimize the American presence in the region.  And most important 
of all was not to allow Azerbaijan to become a base for American 
forces and members of the antiterrorist coalition in a fight against 
Iran (38). 

The crowning jewel of the “Iranian season” was the official 
visit by President Ilham Aliyev to Iran on 24-26 January 2005.  Over 
the course of the negotiations the parties signed 9 documents on 
various socio-economic and social issues.  But the main thing to be 
noted were serious concessions by Iran on some of the most 
important issues for Azerbaijan. Iran publicly declared its support of 
Azerbaijan’s position in the Karabakh conflict, condemning 
Armenian aggression and supporting the territorial integrity and 
sovereignty of Azerbaijan.  Of no less importance for Azerbaijan 
were the concessions given by Iran on the problem of the status of 
the Caspian Sea.  In exchange, Iran expressed its desire to receive a 
guarantee that the territory of Azerbaijan would not be used by the 
USA for an intervention of, or for the launching of strikes against 
Iran (39).  

In Azerbaijan, Iran’s strength and capabilities are well 
understood. After all, starting in 2003, Iran launched a serious 
propaganda campaign and Iranian TV channel “Sahar-2”, 
broadcasting in Azerbaijani, very quickly became the most popular 
channel in the southern regions of Azerbaijan.  And all the attempts 
on the part of the Azerbaijani authorities, including in the course of 
negotiations, failed to prevent this from happening (40).  Azerbaijan 
was also informed about the presence of Iranian agents in the 
republic, including religious figures. Not to mention the fact that Iran 
on several occasions effectively threatened to aggravate the situation 
with Azerbaijan should they consider it necessary (41). 

All of this compelled the authorities of Azerbaijan to adopt 
an extremely cautious policy in relation to Iran. Both President Ilham 
Aliyev and high-ranking officials made several public statements that 
they would never allow the Azerbaijani territories to be used for any 
anti-Iranian actions.  Taking into account the would be negative 



reaction of Iran, Azerbaijani authorities have been refusing to let 
Mahmudali Chehraqanli, the Southern Azerbaijani leader, into the 
country since late 2005 (42). 

 
 

The Crisis Surrounding Iran’s Nuclear Program 
 
At the beginning of 2006, the crisis in American-Iranian 

relations reached the boiling point in connection to Iran’s the nuclear 
program.  This was felt especially strongly in Azerbaijan. Since the 
end of 2005, there has a sharp increase in the number of Iranian 
citizens arriving in the country, particularly in the capital and in the 
Nakhchevan Autonomous Republic. In the first part of 2006 this 
stream of people has increased still more. Different figures were 
reported in the Azerbaijani media ranging from 12 to up to 50 
thousand people (43).  It is worth noting that in reply to numerous 
questions by Azerbaijani journalists in February 2006, the 
ambassador of Iran to Azerbaijan Afshar Suleymani angrily 
remarked, “We shall resist the aggressors, and the departure of 40-50 
thousand of our citizens to Azerbaijan will not change that” (44).  

Meanwhile, the USA stepped up is pressure on Azerbaijan 
on the issue of its joining a future anti-Iranian coalition. At the end of 
April 2006, the American administration unexpectedly invited 
President Ilham Aliyev to the USA, something that Aliyev had been 
unsuccessfully striving for since the very first day after his election 
in 2003. This news disturbed the Iranian authorities so much that on 
the eve of President Aliyev's visit to the US, Mustafa Muhammad 
Najar, the Iranian Minister of Defense, paid an urgent visit to Baku. 
And only few days after returning from the USA, Ilham Aliyev met 
in Baku with the president of Iran, Mahmood Ahmadinejat. In the 
course of these meetings, the Iranian side unambiguously warned 
Ilham Aliyev about what actions would be undertaken against 
Azerbaijan should its territory be used by the Americans (45). 
 
 
The May Explosion in Southern Azerbaijan 
 



The situation in the region became even more complicated 
after the May actions of the Azerbaijani population in Iran.  It 
showed the strength and the size of separatist attitudes amongst 
Azerbaijanis, and also the presence of really serious problems that 
they have.  It all began with the appearance of some cartoons 
offensive to Azerbaijanis in the state newspaper “Iran” on 12 May.  
The level of discontent of Azerbaijanis with their lives and the 
policies of the Iranian authorities had by then reached the point that 
one caricature was enough to spark a powerful explosion.  Within 
only a few days all of Southern Azerbaijan became enraptured with 
mass protest rallies by indignant Azerbaijanis.  Especially numerous 
protest rallies took place in the unofficial capital of Southern 
Azerbaijan, Tebriz.  The strength and power of the explosion of 
national indignation were so great that in Azerbaijani-speaking areas 
of Iran, the majority of Persians, especially civil servants, preferred 
to promptly abandon their positions, something that has temporarily 
paralyzed the activity of many institutions (46). 

The Iranian authorities quickly realized the danger of the 
situation and apologized to Azerbaijanis, arresting both the editor of 
the newspaper and the author of the cartoon.  Meanwhile, President 
Ahmedinejat declared that “foreign special services, primarily of the 
USA and Israel” were behind the disorder in Southern Azerbaijan.  
At the same time, Iranian authorities openly stated that one of the 
initiators of the demonstrations was Chehraqanly, the SANRM 
leader.  After all, during rallies in Tebriz and other cities in northern 
Iran, demonstrators had been chanting his name.  

However, this did not stop the protests, which in several 
cases began to adopt the character of interethnic confrontation. At 
the end of May, Southern Azerbaijanis raised the flags of 
independent Northern Azerbaijan.  After this Armenian flags were 
burnt in Tebriz and demonstrators chanted slogans such as 
“Karabakh is ours!”, “the Azerbaijani people are united!”, “the 
Azerbaijani people will not suffer humiliation!”, “Persian will not 
become our language!”, etc. (47) 

Having realized that the situation was starting to get out of 
control, the Iranian authorities sent in the army and other power 
structures to suppress the protest demonstrations.  Towards the end 
of May, the leaders of the SANRM reported that almost 40 



Azerbaijanis had been killed and more than thousand wounded.  The 
number of people arrested was up to 11 thousand.  A month later, the 
Iranian authorities officially acknowledged the fact that just 4 
Azerbaijanis had been murdered and 330 arrested (48). 

All this time, in Northern Azerbaijan protest rallies proceeded 
one after another in front of the Embassy of Iran. But they were rallies 
by the opposition and supporters of a united Azerbaijan.  Meanwhile, 
official Baku desperately tried to pretend that the events in Iran did not 
concern Azerbaijan, and that the developments in Southern Azerbaijan 
were exclusively an internal Iranian matter.  Azerbaijanis also noticed 
that the mass demonstrations and unrest in Iran remained outside the 
media’s eye in many western countries, as well as in Russia.  Even if 
there was news in the western press, it was brief and presented 
exclusively as a reaction to the cartoon scandal (49).  

By the beginning of June it became clear that the Iranian 
authorities had managed to entirely suppress the uprising of the 
Southern Azerbaijani population. Then the detective worthy story 
regarding Chehraqanly added to the pessimism amongst the leaders 
of Southern Azerbaijanis. On 5 June 2006 he arrived in Turkey in 
order to be closer to the demonstrations in Iran. However on 9 June 
the Turkish authorities unexpectedly arrested him and deported him 
to Baku, where however the local authorities treated with him in 
exactly the same manner, forcing him to flee the country (50).  

The suppression of May uprising in Southern Azerbaijan, the 
lack of reaction to it by the leading countries of the West, especially 
the USA, and the likewise indifference on behalf of the  authorities 
in Turkey and Northern Azerbaijan did not leave the leaders of 
Southern Azerbaijan unscathed, nor Chehraqanly himself.  His 
disappointment was so strong that on 19 October 2006 he submitted 
his resignation from the position as the head of SANRM.  However, 
it caused such a negative reaction amongst Southern Azerbaijanis, 
and under pressure from other leaders and SANRM activists, by 25 
October Chahraqanly reversed his decision (51). 
 

 
Alarming Perspectives  

 



All of the abovementioned shows that Azeri-Iranian relations 
play a tremendous role in both the situations in Northern Azerbaijan 
and Iran, and in the whole region as a whole. Both the states have 
become trapped and dependent on each other.  The May explosion in 
Southern Azerbaijan showed that this part of Iran is becoming the 
most serious internal problem for official Tehran, which could play a 
decisive role in the event of further aggravation of Iran’s foreign 
relations, specifically in regards to confrontation with the United 
States. 

For Azerbaijan’s part, the Iranian factor is likewise taken as 
a serious problem, one which already plays an important role, and 
has the possibility to become still more seriously dangerous in the 
foreseeable future. Azerbaijan today is stuck between a rock and a 
hard place.  On the one hand, the United States is privately applying 
pressure to official Baku to allow its territory to be used in a coming 
conflict with Iran, or even to join an anti-Iranian coalition. 

On the other hand, Tehran has openly declared that it would 
launch rocket attacks against those nations which would join any 
anti-Iranian coalition and moreover allow their territories to be used 
for military action against Iran.  Not to mention the manipulation of 
national minorities and the religious factor against Azerbaijan.  

This all is well-understood in Azerbaijan and thus, it was no 
coincidence that all throughout 2006 heated discussions were ongoing 
in the republic trying finding the most optimal policy for the interests 
of the country: to maintain neutrality, to take sides with the USA, or 
the opposite, with Iran.  The national movements, which are becoming 
more active, do not hide their satisfaction with the impending war.  
They hope that in case of the break-up of Iran, the United States would 
support the independence of Southern Azerbaijan.  However, most 
politicians in Azerbaijan are of a different opinion (52).  

Numerous sociological surveys also testify to the fact that 
today, the Iranian question is dividing Azerbaijani society.  As an 
example, the Centre of economic and political research FAR 
CENTRE, with the support of the American “National Endowment 
for Democracy”, conducted a survey during April and May in 11 
cities of Azerbaijan on the question of the crisis surrounding Iran.  It 
revealed that 34% of Azerbaijanis voiced their support for Iran and 
only 20% for the USA and the West.  At the same time, only 9% of 



respondents expected any good to come to Azerbaijan as a result of 
possible American military operations against Iran, while only 7% 
hoped for the unification of Northern and Southern Azerbaijan (53).  

It is surprising, but Iran and its president do not elicit any 
sympathy whatsoever from the overwhelming majority of the 
population of Northern Azerbaijan.  This is clearly revealed through 
numerous sociological surveys that have been conducted in this 
country, as well as through monitoring of the local media.  At the 
same time, the approaching US-Iran war causes even greater fear.  If 
one were to summarize these fears, as reflected in the Azerbaijani 
media, they would be as follows.  

Many are afraid of the huge inflow of Iranians into 
Azerbaijan in the case of war erupting. There would be hundreds of 
thousands and small Azerbaijan would not be able to hold them all, 
let alone feed them.  These people would occupy houses and other 
premises, apartment prices would increase even more, as would the 
prices for food and other goods.  Many of the republic’s trade routes, 
especially those that run through Iran, would be closed, which would 
reduce the import of trade goods, and lead to deficit and price 
increases. As a result, the cost of living in Azerbaijan would rise 
sharply, and social tensions and crime would increase.  As a result of 
all of this, a situation would emerge in Azerbaijan, that could lead to 
a humanitarian catastrophe.  

Should war erupt, Iran will target objects of American 
economic importance in Azerbaijan.  The possibility of terrorist acts 
should not be excluded.  For their part, the Americans and their allies 
will target the strategic infrastructure, oil refineries, and oil-storage 
facilities of Iran. Work on the oil pipeline will be stopped, unfinished 
energy projects will be suspended, there will be a mass exodus of 
foreigners from the country, the offices of foreign companies will 
close and capital will leave from the “unstable region”.  Possible 
resumption of military activity on the Karabakh frontline should also 
not be excluded, especially should the situation develop poorly for 
Iran. After all, in such a situation, Iran’s ally Armenia would face 
some very serious problems. 

At the same time, mutual rocket bombing by both sides will 
inevitably result in catastrophic atmospheric contamination, across 
literally the whole of the territory of Iran and Azerbaijan.  The 



flooding of huge amounts of oil and oil by-products will lead to a 
dangerous contamination of sources of the country’s water-supply 
and kill biological resources in the Caspian.  In other words, 
Azerbaijan will face an ecological catastrophe.  

To this must be added that the use of modern weapons may 
very well lead to a significant deterioration in the seismic situation of the 
country, especially around Baku, which is situated in a dangerous zone.  

At the same time, Iranian armed forces may launch strikes 
into residential areas in Baku and other populated areas of 
Azerbaijan, which would result in a large amount of victims amongst 
the civilian population.  

And finally, war with Iran will become protracted, as was the 
case in Iraq, and will lead to further destabilization of the situation in 
the region.  The Americans will use the “Azerbaijani factor” against 
Iran as much as possible, but they will not allow in the end the 
unification of Azerbaijan.  This will cause extreme disappointment 
within Azerbaijani society and increase anti-American sentiment.  
The possibility that pro-Islamic attitudes will gain ground as a result 
and that radical forces could come to power in Azerbaijan cannot be 
dismissed. 

This explains the outwardly paradoxical situation that has 
emerged in Azerbaijan today: despite its dislike of Iran and its hopes 
for the unification of both the Azerbaijani state and the Azerbaijani 
nation, the overwhelming majority of the population of the republic 
have serious reservations towards the possibility of the usage of 
American military force against Iran.  And they are even more 
concerned with the possibility of American use of Azerbaijani 
territories, understanding that it would all eventually backfire on 
Azerbaijan and its population.  It is interesting that the opinion of 
both the supporters and the opponents of the USA in Azerbaijan 
coincide on this issue.  But it is also clear that there is much at risk 
for the country, as it is unlikely that it will be able to stay on the 
sidelines in the American-Iranian crisis.  There isn’t confidence that 
official Baku will resist the pressure.  This all causes, in different 
circles in Azerbaijan, anxiety concerning its own future, both on and 
below the surface. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4 
 

The West, Oil, and Stability in Azerbaijan 
 

 
During Soviet times in Azerbaijani, the concept of the “West” 

had a negative connotation, symbolizing a hostile world in the public 
consciousness.  That world could have included an individual 
country, a group of countries, one (Western Europe) or two 
continents (USA and Western Europe), or international political and 
military organizations (Council of Europe, European Union, NATO).  
During the post-Soviet period in Azerbaijan, those who comprise the 
public’s conception of the “West” has remained unchanged, but it 
has ceased to symbolize a hostile world.  To the contrary, it became 
an embodiment of the hopes of the population and the local political 
elite: “The West will help us!”.  Certainly, this is connected with the 
former political life within the structure of the USSR and not 
coincidentally, similar processes developed in other former Soviet 
republics as well (1).  More to the point, it was a question of political 
orientation.  At the same time, if for the overwhelming majority of 
the former Soviet republics the main issue was a choice between the 
West and Russia, Azerbaijan had yet a third choice - Islam.  
Therefore in Azerbaijan, the division of parties and political forces 
into “pro-Russian”, “pro-Western” and “pro-Islamic” orientations 
prevailed over other principles and the definition of political 
platforms. 

Later the situation in Azerbaijan changed, but the attitude toward 
the concept of the “West” remained unchanged, and was associated 
with something uniform, primarily in civil and political relations.  



Certainly, all of this in many respects maintained and still 
maintains a subjective character and, formally, it would be incorrect 
to use this concept to designate policy towards the whole group of 
countries.  In fact, even within the confines of one continent there are 
significant distinctions in the positions of different countries on the 
same question.  For example, on the Karabakh question, the position 
of France noticeably differs from the position of Germany or that of 
the USA, and the list can be continued.  

However, in Azerbaijan there exists another attitude towards this 
conception.  In it, Western Europe and the USA are still perceived as 
a single entity, and the European and American models of “western 
democracy, civilization and politics” are ignored.  The prevailing 
opinion is that, despite all of their distinctions and features, the 
countries of the West differ from other foreign policy players 
because of their civilization and political components. Importantly, 
this very seriously affects not only the security of Azerbaijan, but 
also that of the whole region.  

Therefore in our research, the concept of the “West” was 
emphasized as a single unit and a serious factor rendering significant 
influence on the development of the situation in Azerbaijan and in 
the region. 

 
 
The “Honeymoon” Phase 
 
The formation of political views in Azerbaijan concerning the 

West was, without a doubt, influenced by two factors: the 
disintegration of the USSR and, most of all, the Karabakh conflict. 
At the end of 1980’s, the last years of Azerbaijan’s being a part of 
the USSR, in Azerbaijani society serious discussions were taking 
place on the economic and foreign policy direction of the 
development of the country. The well-being of the population was in 
sharp decline, while the Karabakh conflict had led to the occurrence 
of a huge army of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDP’s) 
and to a loss of a significant portion of the country’s territory.  The 
society associated all these troubles with the policy of Moscow and 
consequently the northern, Russian, political orientation was 
perceived extremely negatively, as a source of all these troubles for 



Azerbaijan.  Neither did it cause special sympathy to the southern, 
Iranian, or more widely, Islamic orientation.  

Against such a background the West was considered as the 
embodiment of all the best, as a kind of “center of goods and hope”, 
contrasted with Russia and Iran.  Meanwhile then, the concept of the 
“West” for the society had a little broader character, including Turkey 
as well.  It was considered that the latter was closely connected with 
the West, primarily with the USA, and was a pro-Western country.  
Accordingly, in unison with Turkey, Azerbaijan could make, without 
any special problems, contacts with the West to solve its problems.  

Figuratively, but precisely cited by political scientist Z.Todua, 
during that period “the history of mutual relations between 
Azerbaijan and the West was similar to a romance between a young 
girl and a skilled and experienced womanizer”. In the dreams and 
expectations of Azerbaijanis, the West “looked great, strong, rich and 
kind.  Help and protection was expected from it. It complained of the 
insults caused by Moscow. It was desirable to go on to a further life 
with it; and with only rare exceptions, nobody wished another path” 
(2).  

During this period in Azerbaijan, the belief prevailed that the 
West would necessarily pay special attention to this country rich in 
energy resources, and in exchange for access to its oil and gas fields, 
it would help Azerbaijan in solving the Karabakh conflict in favor of 
Baku. These feelings in many respects were based on self interest, 
which were expressed in 1990 by some western oil companies as to 
the development of the Azerbaijani energy resources. Active 
negotiations with these companies were hold with the government of 
Ayaz Mutalibov (1990-1992), but even more intensively with the 
government of Abulfaz Elchibey (1992-1993).  

However, despite the activity of oil companies, during this 
period the West did not show any special political interest in 
Azerbaijan.  In many respects it was caused by Soviet-American 
relations of the late 1980’s.  In fact US foreign policy at the time 
was, in many respects, based on the so-called “new thinking” 
declared in connection with the “perestroika” by the first and last 
president of the USSR Mikhail Gorbachev.  Even after the collapse 
of the USSR, the situation did not change: diplomatic relations were 
established between the US and Russia and Moscow started talking 



about the necessity of reorienting to western democratic values.  
Illusions emerged about a victory of western forms of authority and 
economic management and about the beginning of a new period in 
international relations.  In connection with this, the republics of the 
South Caucasus did not represent any political or economic interest 
for western states.  Moreover, the USA and western European 
nations believed that this region was actually to be included in the 
sphere of influence of the new democratic Russia who should bear 
the basic responsibility for the situation there (3).  

Moreover, for the US administration during that period, the 
position of an influential Armenian lobby was of great importance 
and consequently in the autumn of 1992 the American Congress 
adopted the discriminatory “Amendment 907” to the “Freedom 
Support Act”.  In conformity with this amendment the US 
government was forbidden to render direct state help to Azerbaijan 
as the country who was blockading Armenia and preventing 
humanitarian aid from reaching there. Armenians were not interested 
in and did not even think about the Armenian blockade of 
Azerbaijani territory (Nakhchevan AR).  Certainly, the adoption of 
this document coincided strongly with the positions of pro-Western 
and, especially, pro-American forces in Azerbaijan.  However, the 
belief in the West amongst Azerbaijani society during this period 
was so strong that even such a political slap in the face to Azerbaijan 
was interpreted as just an annoying misunderstanding and the result 
of the actions of the Armenian lobby. Everyone but the USA was 
blamed, so great were the belief and hope in them.   

However the “honeymoon” of the USA and Western European 
nations with Russia did not last very long and by the end 1993 the 
first serious strain in relations between the parties could be observed.  
The attitude of the countries of the West to the role of and claims by 
Russia in post-Soviet space changed.  In the South Caucasus special 
attention was given to Azerbaijan, a country rich in energy resources.  
The country began to be considered as a key player in the region.  
The influential American political scientist Zbigniew Brzezinski 
figuratively compared Azerbaijan with “a fuse in a vessel containing 
the riches of the Caspian sea and Central Asia”. He noted that if 
Russia could restore its authority in Azerbaijan, then “the 
independence of the states of Central Asia would become actually 



meaningless”. At the same time, “an independent Azerbaijan could 
become a corridor for access by the West to the Caspian sea-basin 
and a Central Asia rich in energy resources (4).  

The role of Azerbaijan increased even more after the signing of 
the oil contract in 1994. Alongside with “British Petroleum”, the 
leading role in the negotiations and conclusion of the said contract 
was played by American companies “Amoco”, “Pennzoil”, “Exxon” 
and “Unocal”, who became the de-facto Azerbaijani lobby in the 
USA.  Now the USA had very important economic and, accordingly, 
geo-strategic interests in Azerbaijan, as well as in the whole region. 
In fact several questions arose at once for them: the route of the 
future oil pipeline, the possibility of Russian and Iranian 
participation in the project, and the problem of independence and 
stability in Azerbaijan and in the South Caucasus in general. Starting 
at this time the formation of the real policy of the USA concerning 
Azerbaijan and the rest of the South Caucasus began, the basis of 
which was to provide access to the energy resources of the Caspian 
Sea and Central Asia for reduction of the USA’s dependence on 
Middle-Eastern oil (5). 

In the meantime, in Azerbaijan the oil contract signed in 1994 
was grandiosely named “the contract of the century” and was greeted 
with enthusiasm.  An atmosphere of general euphoria reigned.  On 
the eve of the oil contract conclusion, a survey was conducted in 
Baku in connection with the event.  61% of respondents welcomed 
the arrival of foreign oil companies to Azerbaijan, with only 28% 
reacting negatively to the fact; 31% were assured that the oil contract 
would strengthen the economy of the republic, 26% more trusted in it 
partially, and 26% were convinced that with the advent of western 
companies the national economy would now be dependent on other 
states.  To the question asking what countries were preferable for the 
development of Azerbaijan’s oil deposits, 29% of the Baku’s 
residents preferred the states of Western Europe and the USA, 4% - 
Turkey, and 10% - Russia.  Thus, taking into account Turkey, 33% 
of respondents were in favor of western companies, whereas Russia 
polled three times less.  And in fact, the majority of those questioned 
were Russian-speakers! At last, 46% agreed to transfer the 
development of Azerbaijan’s oil deposits to any country if it would 
be favorable for the republic. Only 6% of respondents appeared to be 



“patriots” and were in favor of the local State Oil Company of the 
Azerbaijan Republic (SOCAR)	(6). 

Such feelings in the society were caused by several factors.  At 
the moment the oil contract was signed, the situation in Azerbaijan 
was horrifying.  The national economy was in deep crisis: the 
population’s standard of living had decreased sharply; the minimum 
salary was equal to 2 dollars whereas on average living costs 
amounted to 45 dollars per person (7).  The defeat in the Karabakh 
conflict rendered the strongest influence on the public sentiment.  An 
atmosphere of a complete lack of confidence in their own forces and 
the possibility of returning the occupied territories militarily 
prevailed.  

During this period Azerbaijani society considered oil as its only 
weapon in the struggle to regain Karabakh and improve the 
economic situation.  Certainly, it was also the result of Heydar 
Aliyev’s policy.  It was he who precisely formulated the idea that 
foreign oil companies would render political support to Azerbaijan 
on the Karabakh question.  For this sake Heydar Aliyev made a 
number of concessions in concluding the oil contracts with both 
western companies and with Russia.  It was also he who, for the first 
time, promised his fellow citizens to transform Azerbaijan into “a 
second Kuwait” (8).  In the given situation those citizens thirsted for 
a miracle and thus devoutly believed in the success of Heydar 
Aliyev’s oil policy.  In fact, as a result of “the oil contract of the 
century” jobs were to appear, the problem of unemployment would 
disappear, and the huge army of refugees would return to their homes 
after the settlement of the Karabakh conflict.  The governmental 
propaganda was directed in that direction, inspiring the population 
that the arrival of foreign oil companies to Azerbaijan would 
improve the economic situation in the country and at the same time 
these companies would become conductors of Azerbaijani policy, 
some kind of the Azerbaijani lobby which would protect the interests 
of Azerbaijan in the West.  Amazingly, not only government 
officials, but also representatives of the local pro-Western opposition 
were also convinced in the success of such an oil policy.  
Considering the political realities existing in the country, the 
mentality and the way of life, absolute confidence reigned that by 
enticing the American businessmen to oil deposits and other 



profitable contracts, it would be possible for Baku to influence the 
adoption of the necessary decisions at various levels for Azerbaijan 
in the USA.  In the Azeri media of that period, and of later periods, 
many articles were published which affirmed with pride that “in 
response to the participation in the contract,” American company 
“Amoco” “has recruited” this or that congressman or senator, 
“Pennzoil” “has suppressed” the latest attempt to adopt one more 
anti-Azerbaijani bill, “Unocal” is combating the Armenian campaign 
in California, and by means of “Exxon”, “Mobil” and “Chevron” it 
will be possible to abolish in the near future Amendment 907 as 
these companies “are very influential in the USA”.  In turn, in the 
American press there were publications attempting to promote 
Caspian oil projects and Azerbaijani interests in the USA by means 
of petty bribes (9).  Enthusiastic publications in the Azeri media also 
appeared concerning “British Petroleum” and the policy of Great 
Britain in the region.  Similar publications in the Azerbaijani media 
of that time certainly created the extremely distorted image of the 
countries of the West and convinced the population of the republic 
that the West had no choice, but to be on the side of Azerbaijan. 

At the same time, a propagation of extraordinary huge stocks of 
oil and gas of the Caspian Sea was launched.  It must be recognized 
that in many respects in this propagation western oil companies 
helped the authorities of Azerbaijan.  But the representatives of the 
US administration spoke even more about the plentiful oil resources 
of the Caspian Sea.  So, according to a statement from the US State 
Department in 1998, the proven reserves of the Caspian Sea were 
estimated at 200 billion barrels (about 30 billion tons) worth 4 billion 
dollars.  Subsequently, these figures were reduced almost three 
times, but did not fall below 70 billion barrels (10).  

As a result, in the West, primarily in the USA, there was a 
characteristic stereotype of Azerbaijan: “a former Soviet republic on 
the Caspian Sea rich in energy resources”, that should lead to a real 
oil boom.  Many companies, not only from the oil industry, moved 
into Azerbaijan. Expecting huge profits from the Azerbaijani 
“Eldorado”, a great number of businessmen from many countries of 
the world appeared in the country.  

In September 1996, another sociological survey was conducted 
in Baku to determine the attitude towards the oil policy of the 



government and the activity of foreign companies.  Already 67% of 
respondents were convinced that the activity of foreign oil 
companies was positively affecting the economy of the republic, and 
in the immediate future it would be reflected in the budget of each 
citizen.  10% of respondents in general were assured that, owing to 
oil companies, their personal well-being would noticeably improve, 
while 6% appeared less optimistic, but believed in their personal 
bright future.  Only 17% appeared pessimistic. 53% of respondents 
considered that, owing to the presence of oil companies, the 
sovereignty of Azerbaijan had become stronger, and only 11% 
contended that, on the contrary, because of those companies the 
sovereignty of the country was under threat (11). 

 
Beginning of “A Great Game” by the West in the Region 
 
At the same time, Azerbaijan was important not only important 

to the USA because of its energy resources.  Since late 1995 the geo-
strategic factor also began to play a role, as Russian authorities 
departed from their former foreign policy, primarily in relation to the 
CIS countries.  It was reflected in a decree by President Boris Yeltsin 
in the autumn of 1995 on the strategic course of Russia concerning 
the CIS countries as well as in the decision of the Russian Parliament 
in early 1996 with the announcement of the liquidation of the USSR 
legally void.  For the USA it was a signal for a sharp intensification 
of activity in the CIS countries in general and in particular, in the 
Caspian region.  

It is also necessary to note that the strengthening of the USA’s 
position in Azerbaijan was carried out on several hands.  If in the 
first years after the collapse of the USSR the interests of the West in 
Azerbaijan were in fact expressed by Turkey, after 1995 Israel 
became more and more active.  Under the unofficial patronage of the 
USA, beginning in mid-1998 the formation of a military-political 
alliance between Azerbaijan, Turkey, and Israel began.  The three 
countries all had close military-political and economic relations and 
made no effort to hide their sympathies towards each other.  
However, in the first years after gaining independence, Azerbaijan 
tried not to irritate the Islamic world, especially Iran, with its 
contacts with Israel. However, gradually the situation began to 



change.  For Israel, Azerbaijan was the most reliable partner in the 
post-Soviet space.  In turn, in the USA the pro-Israeli lobby 
supported the intensification of the American policy in Azerbaijan.  
Then, beginning in 1999, direct contact was established between the 
military-political management of Israel and Azerbaijan (12). 

The Azerbaijani public considered the formation of this alliance 
not only as positive, but also as one more factor strengthening the 
position of the West in the country.  It is rather indicative, for it 
testifies to the fact that the Azerbaijani public accepts the concept of 
“West” not so much in geographical sense, but rather in terms of 
civilization and politics.  

Western Europe also paid attention to the region.  The 
ministerial council of the European Union (EU) adopted a project of 
a “common position” on 12 June 1995 across the South Caucasus 
with purpose of helping Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia to 
overcome difficulties of the transition period on the way to 
establishing democratic order. On 18 December 1995, Azerbaijan 
signed the Agreement on Partnership and Cooperation with the EU 
which came into force after being approved by the parliaments of all 
EU members on          1 January 1999. 

Another European organization - the Council of Europe (СoЕ) - 
also became more active in the region.  Though the parliamentary 
elections of 1995 in Azerbaijan were regarded by the Council of 
Europe (СoЕ) as “not meeting democratic standards”, nevertheless, a 
number of CoE officials expressed the opinion that Azerbaijan 
(together with Armenia) could become a member of this organization 
in the near future. 

 
 
The Policy of “New Containment” by the USA 
 
The major turning point during the strengthening of the position 

of the West and especially of the USA in Azerbaijan, as well as 
across the region, was to be the year of 1997.  The US administration 
of that time led by President Bill Clinton, and also Congress for the 
first time publicly declared the Caspian region not only “a zone of 
vital interests”, but also within the “mainstream” of US foreign 
policy.  The Caspian region was no longer considered to be the 



“boondocks of the former USSR”.  The following facts speak about 
its importance for the USA: a special department on the region was 
established, a working group within the President’s Security Council, 
and the creation of the position of special advisor to the president and 
the secretary of state on Caspian region energy.  Additionally, the 
CIA created a special operative division, the tasks of which included 
tracking the political processes in the region, and estimation and 
forecast on the development of natural resources.  In other words, in 
total a few hundred	 specialists and experts in the administration of 
the president, the Congress, the CIA and research centers of the USA 
were dealing with studying the situation in the region and the 
development of the Caspian strategy (13).  

A sharp increase in the activity of American oil companies 
should also be added here. Actually, it was a question of close 
cooperation between the political elite of the USA developing a long-
term strategy in the field of energy security and the oil companies 
realizing it in practice.   

It was obvious that the policy of the USA was directed to the 
reduction of dependence of the countries in the region on Russia and 
their integration into the western economic and political systems, as 
well as the further isolation of Iran.   

Certainly, the role of Azerbaijan in the American plans had 
noticeably increased. Not casually did Zbigniew Brzezinski openly 
name Azerbaijan as “the geopolitical center” not only of the South 
Caucasus, but also of the whole Caspian region, a state, “deserving 
the most powerful geopolitical support from America” (14). 

The major step in this direction was the first official 12-day US 
visit by Azerbaijani President Heydar Aliyev in August-September 
of 1997.  During the visit he was received by US President Bill 
Clinton, had numerous meetings with the political elite of the 
country, and also with the directors of practically all of the leading 
American oil and gas companies.  As a direct result of this visit, by 
the spring of 1998 Azerbaijan had departed from the concept of 
“equidistance” which it had adhered to before in its foreign policy.  
Now, a strategic partnership with the USA was officially declared 
(15). 

 
 



The Triumph of the West Russia’s Retreat 
 
During the following years, Azerbaijan and the West met each 

other halfway even more actively and on several questions.  A 
special emphasis was made on the strengthening of cooperation 
between Azerbaijan and NATO.  In February 1997, the Secretary 
General of NATO Javier Solana paid an official visit to the republic 
and his meeting with Heydar Aliyev became a turning point in the 
mutual relations between Azerbaijan and the North Atlantic alliance.  
On 14 November 1997, Heydar Aliyev issued a decree on the 
establishment of a special governmental commission headed by the 
prime minister which was to deal with issues of the development of 
military-political cooperation of the republic with NATO (16).  From 
that moment on many high-ranking government officials and also 
many Azerbaijani experts started to talk not only about the necessity 
of strengthening further cooperation, but also of the desirability of 
the republic gaining membership in the military-political alliance.  
The peak of such appeals was 1999, when there were specific 
proposals on the necessity of the creation of at least American or 
Turkish military bases in Azerbaijan, even if not those of NATO.  
Specific proposals were made on the re-location of the US military-
air base “Injirlik” from Turkey to the Absheron peninsula, near 
Baku.  In February 1999, justifying this idea, Safar Abiyev, Defense 
Minister of Azerbaijan specified that “Azerbaijan acknowledges 
itself as an immediate constituent of the new Europe and intends to 
use all opportunities for the intensification of its role” in this 
direction, in particular “in the activity of the security apparatus”.  
Vafa Guluzade, the adviser to the president on foreign policy issues, 
openly declared: “if Russia is not interested in the establishment of 
NATO bases, then it should come to certain conclusions and 
radically change its policy in the Transcaucasian region”, implying 
that official Baku was ready to expand military cooperation with 
NATO and that the Russian factor was no longer a prohibiting factor 
(17).  

After this the Azerbaijani leadership made a decision to 
withdraw from the Agreement on Collective Security of the CIS.  
Moreover, it was Azerbaijan who in 1997 initiated, as a 
counterbalance to the influence of Russia in the CIS, the creation of 



an association of four CIS countries who have come to be known by 
the name GUAM (according to the first letters of the member-
countries - Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Moldova).  The fact 
that the official decision on the creation of GUAM was made in 
October 1997 during the meeting of the presidents of the specified 
countries in Strasbourg, during a CoE session is rather symptomatic. 
The idea at once was supported by Western Europe and the USA.  
Moreover, at the next meeting in Washington, during a NATO 
session in April 1999, a decision was made on the establishment of a 
Council of Leaders of the new association which has headed by 
Heydar Aliyev, which emphasized the leading role of Azerbaijan in 
this organization.  Economic and political factors formed the basis of 
the association: the question of the development and transportation 
of energy resources of the Caspian region passing through Russia 
and also the strategic course of subsequent integration into NATO 
and other western structures.  In other words, the anti-Russian 
character of the new association could not be mistaken by anybody, 
including Russia.  

Then Azerbaijan made a final decision on the route of the 
transportation of oil, having ignored obvious economic feasibility.  
In order to please US interests, in 1995 Azerbaijan excluded Iran 
from participating in the oil project.  After this, again for political 
reasons, official Baku declined the southern (Iranian) and actually 
northern (Russian) routes of transportation, even though the West-
European economists considered these directions, especially Iranian 
one, favorable from the commercial viewpoint (18). In 1998 the final 
decision was made on the laying of a pipeline from Baku to the 
Turkish Mediterranean port of Jeyhan through the territory of 
Georgia, which is the reason why the pipeline was called BTC in its 
abbreviated form “Baku-Tbilisi-Jeyhan” ever since.  On 18 
November 1999, during the OSCE summit in Istanbul, an agreement 
was signed on the construction of an oil pipeline for oil pumping 
through the Baku-Tbilisi-Jeyhan route.  

However, Azerbaijan did not stop at that.  In that same year 
1999, the authorities of the republic supported the bombing of 
Yugoslavia by NATO air forces.  Then, during his visit to the USA 
in February 2000, Heydar Aliyev confirmed the possibility of 
Azerbaijan becoming a NATO member in the future (19).  



At the same time, US officials and high-ranking servicemen 
became frequent visitors in Azerbaijan. The NATO management also 
began to pay more steadfast attention to Azerbaijan, considering it 
very important for itself in the Caucasus, which was in a zone of 
interest to the alliance. Azerbaijan began to participate in various 
NATO actions. As such, in 2001 for the first time on the Azerbaijani 
territory, computer command-staff training took place with the 
participation of approximately 600 representatives from the armed 
forces of 9 NATO member-countries and 10 partners. At last, in 
January of the same year of 2001, Azerbaijan became a member of the 
CoE.  

Thus, at the beginning of 21st century, which is to say only ten 
years after the collapse of the USSR and five years after the signing 
of the “oil contract”, the West practically gained a full victory over 
Russia in Azerbaijan.  The position of the USA became especially 
powerful here. As a matter of fact, the West, primarily the USA, 
strengthened its presence in Azerbaijan without any war or any 
serious political efforts, without burdensome financial expenses and 
even without significant resistance from Russia. 

 
 
The Beginning of the End of the Azerbaijani Dream 
 
However, very soon Azerbaijani society started to realize the 

failure of the policy “oil in exchange for Karabakh”.  Negotiations on 
the solution of the Karabakh conflict assumed an even more long-
lasting character, without any hope for final success.  At the same 
time it became clear, that the West was opposed to the returning of 
Karabakh to Azerbaijan by force.  Illusions concerning NATO also 
started to disappear after the developments in Yugoslavia.  In 
Azerbaijan opinions began to be expressed more often by skeptics 
that the republic had actually become the hostage of its oil policy.  

Azerbaijan faced serious problems with other Caspian-basin 
countries for its oil resources. It became obvious how much the 
situation in the Caspian Sea was not stable and was fraught with 
grave consequences.  In 1997 a scandal erupted around the “Kapaz” 
field: when Russia and Azerbaijan signed an agreement on the 
development of this field, it was followed by a sharp protest by 



Turkmenistan who declared that deposit for its own. Russia 
immediately declined the signed agreement and relations between 
Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan began to heat up, with Turkmen planes 
starting to fly above the “Kapaz” field.  The Turkmen Minister of 
Foreign Affairs asked the question: “Does Azerbaijan need another 
Karabakh on the Caspian Sea?” (20).  After this, official Baku came 
into conflict with Tehran which also accused Azerbaijan of capturing 
oil and gas fields supposedly situated within Iranian borders.  Again 
in the air above these fields appeared planes and helicopters, this 
time Iranian ones.  

These disputes showed clearly the unsteadiness of statements that 
would suggest that the oil policy and oil stakes are the basis of stability 
in Azerbaijan. Now beside the old conflict with Armenia and 
confrontation with Russia, Azerbaijan had quite tense relations with 
Turkmenistan and Iran for oil-and-gas deposits in the Caspian Sea.  

However, the main indicator was the slump in world oil prices in 
1998.  Foreign companies began to depart from Azerbaijan.  By early 
2000, approximately 700 companies, primarily western, left the 
country leading to mass lay-offs and loss of income for thousands in 
the country (21). In connection with the mass departure of foreigners 
from Baku, the housing industry, from which a significant number of 
Baku residents earned their living, collapsed.  As a result, thousands 
of Baku residents were compelled to leave the country in search of 
earnings elsewhere, mostly to Russia.  Migration abroad in search of 
the means of subsistence began to assume a mass character and the 
form of a national catastrophe.  Now not only members of the 
opposition, but also the authorities also started to talk about it.  

A sociological survey conducted at the beginning of 2000 in the 
capital distinctly reflected these changes. Only 28% of Baku 
residents believed in a “bright future”. This given the fact that in the 
capital the living standard, in comparison with provinces, was much 
higher, and 84% of respondents considered themselves to be 
“persons of average or rather high prosperity”. Results from the 
survey testified to the sharp decline in the belief of residents of the 
capital in tomorrow or in the improvement of the economic situation 
in the country (22) 

In the provinces the situation was even more depressing.  The 
overwhelming majority of international humanitarian organizations 



have reduced their activity since 1999.  The reason given was often 
that Azerbaijan is an oil rich country and has enough means for 
solution of the problem of refugees and IDP’s by own strength.  
However the government of the republic did not render any real help 
to refugees and IDP’s. As a result, refugees and IDP’s - victims of 
the Karabakh conflict - were left alone with their problems.  

The society’s hopes in the improvement of well-being as a result 
of the oil boom were not warranted.  Learning about the millions in 
new investments, ordinary citizens of the republic in increasing 
frequency started to ask the question: into whose pockets does this 
monetary stream flow? The theme of corruption of the authorities 
became more and more popular in Azerbaijan. 

The image of western oil companies noticeably declined.  The 
reputation of the USA in Azerbaijan began to fall.  The paradox that 
existed was that anti-American sentiment in the republic increased 
during the process of the intensification by the USA of its 
involvement in Azerbaijan and the strengthening of its influence.  In 
the Azeri press there were scandalous articles detailing contacts 
between high-ranking representatives of the US administration and 
the corrupt officials of Azerbaijan. Such coverage did not avoid oil 
companies either. There were even articles on the participation of 
“British Petroleum” and “Amoco” in a coup d'etat in June 1993. 
Even more articles were published about the improper behavior of 
employees of western oil companies in Azerbaijan and their scornful 
attitude to the citizens of the republic (23).  

The process of sobering up started. There was an externally 
paradoxical situation: the authorities and the pro-western opposition 
discussed opportunities for the further integration of the country into 
western structures, the locations of NATO bases in Azerbaijan, while 
at the same time anti-western sentiments were increasing amongst 
the population.  

The results of a sociological survey conducted on a national level 
by the IPD in the summer of 1999, on the eve of the fifth anniversary 
of the oil “contract of the century”, are indicative in this respect. It 
appeared that only 28 % of respondents positively assessed the activity 
by the oil companies of the USA and Western Europe.  At the same 
time it became clear that western companies polled more votes by the 
refugees and by those provinces of the republic where there were no 



oil companies and the hope and illusion for the improvement of living 
conditions and the solution of the Karabakh problem with help from 
the West was still alive. In the capital, in Absheron peninsula, and in 
Sumgayit, the inhabitants of which had already had time to get closely 
acquainted with the activity of western oil companies, the fall in 
respect for these companies could not be questioned and was distinctly 
evident.  This was especially true in comparison with the votes given 
for Russia – 26 % stated their support for the country which five years 
before was perceived as “the empire of evil”! And the majority of 
votes for Russia were given in those regions of the republic where 
western companies were working which are industrial centers - Baku, 
the Absheron peninsula and Sumgayit (24).  

Practically identical results were received through a sociological 
survey by the IPD in January of 2000 in the capital. They again 
showed the decline in pro-western sentiment and the growth of pro-
Russian feelings (25).  The contrast is especially striking, 
considering the policy of Russia in the region during that time.  As a 
matter of fact, the reputation of Russia in Azerbaijan began to 
increase, despite the policy of its authority in the region.  In other 
words, having gained a political victory over Russia in the region and 
having become stronger in Azerbaijan, the USA and, in a wider 
sense, the West began rapidly to lose prestige and the support of the 
Azerbaijani public. 

 
 
9/11 and a New Turn 
 
The policy of the western countries, especially that of the USA, 

in Azerbaijan and, more widely, in the region, sharply changed after 
the tragic events of 11 September 2001 as an entirely different 
geopolitical situation emerged worldwide.  Within the parameters of 
the war against international terrorism, the USA launched 
antiterrorist operations in Afghanistan, and later in Iraq.  

The new geopolitical situation demanded a serious policy update 
by the USA in the Caspian Sea region. Earlier they privately assessed 
the basic problem to be the supplanting of Russia from the region, 
primarily from Azerbaijan, while operating cautiously and using the 
opportunities of oil companies. Now the countries of the Caspian 



region were necessary, at least for rear and infrastructural 
maintenance, for the operation in Afghanistan. Under these 
conditions the USA began to operate rather actively, using the state 
structures, and considering the fundamental opponent to be radical 
Islam and the odious totalitarian regimes declared as the “axis of 
evil”. The question arose of locating American and allied troops in 
the countries of the Caspian region.  

The geopolitical value of Azerbaijan for the USA noticeably 
increased in such a situation. Even more so, the authorities of 
Azerbaijan unconditionally supported the policy of the USA in the 
war against international terrorism, and also American actions in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. The USA used Azerbaijani air space. An 
agreement was also struck on the delivery of arms to Azerbaijan by 
the Americans, in order to help strengthen of borders and modernize 
the airport of the republic (26).  

In January of 2002, the Bush administration in action suspended 
“Amendment 907”. At the same time, US authorities began to turn a 
blind eye to the authoritarian character of the rule of Heydar Aliyev, 
to numerous cases of the grossest infringement of human rights and 
to the enormous level of corruption in the country. In response to 
criticism addressed to it, the State Department presented the 
traditional argument in such cases: “Yes, we are aware of these 
problems, but the republic is experiencing a transition period, and the 
concentration of authority in the hands of the president of the 
country, Heydar Aliyev, is a lesser harm, than the opposition. After 
all, it is the Caucasus, and Aliyev provides stability there” (27).  

For the population of Azerbaijan, the USA was more and more 
associated with Heydar Aliyev’s regime. Moreover, in January 2003, 
for the first time in the history of Azerbaijani-American relations 
protests were staged in Baku and Lenkoran.  They were not greatly 
attended, but were one more disturbing signal (28). 

In February of 2003, an expert group from TURAN conducted a 
sociological poll on the attitude towards the West amongst the 
representatives of the political elite of the republic - political party 
activists, leaders of public organizations, political scientists, conflict 
study specialists, and also journalists writing on political issues.  The 
survey revealed that more than half of the respondents (over 55 %) 
considered the efforts of the west in the democratization of 



Azerbaijan as obviously insufficient.  But the most depressing results 
were received in response to the question: “Why is the West (USA 
and СoЕ) not making an appropriate effort towards the 
democratization of Azerbaijan?”. The majority of those surveyed 
(44%) concluded sadly that probably such an Azerbaijan (weak, 
odious, authoritarian and corrupt) met the interests of the West today.  
Among other reasons explaining such behavior by the West, many 
respondents specified the latent support to the authoritarian regime of 
Heydar Aliyev (34%), weakness of the opposition and the 
democratic public in the country (31%), as well as corruption and 
arbitrariness of officials (28%), ethnic and religious distinctions and 
the double standards of the West connected with them (21%) (29).  

Already then, opinions appeared in the Azerbaijani media that 
the situation in Azerbaijan gradually started to be reminiscent of the 
situation in pre-revolutionary Iran of 1979 when the USA, for the 
sake preserving its influence in the country, as a counterbalance to 
the Arab countries, turned a blind eye to numerous infringements of 
human rights by Shah’s regime. Conclusions then were drawn: “If 
Azerbaijan’s own Fidel Castro or Imam Khomeini, its own Saddam 
or Kaddafi should appear tomorrow, the USA should not be 
surprised - they have done everything in their power to make it so” 
(30). 

 
 
Azerbaijani Presidential Elections 2003: the Dream has Faded  
 
But the strongest blow to the reputation of the USA and, more 

widely, to the West in Azerbaijan was dealt by the presidential 
elections of 2003.  During this period, the elections had, for the 
population of the country, and for many political forces outside 
Azerbaijan, much greater importance than usual presidential 
elections.  It was not a question of a simple change of authority of 
one person or its leadership, but the change of an epoch in the history 
of the country connected with the name of Heydar Aliyev. And it 
meant serious changes in the destiny of Azerbaijan, and at the same 
time for that of the whole region.  While Heydar Aliyev had no 
serious health problems and controlled the situation, the reaction was 



muted both in the republic and outside of its borders to the 
falsification of the elections and the style of Heydar Aliyev’s rule.  

However, a sharp deterioration in Heydar Aliyev’s health in 
April 2003 completely changed the situation. It became clear that 
Heydar Aliyev’s time was up and the future of Azerbaijan was in 
question. Under these conditions the presidential elections, scheduled 
for 15 October 2003, began to be considered “a window of 
opportunity” for a breakthrough of democratic evolutionary 
transformations.  

Already during the preparations for these elections, the obvious 
role of oil and oil companies in the life of Azerbaijan had been 
demonstrated.  For the first time it distinctly appeared in the summer 
of 2003 when inconsistent reports began to come to the country from 
Turkey where Heydar Aliyev had been hospitalized.  At the end of 
July 2003, information on the sharp deterioration of the health and 
even the death of Heydar Aliyev appeared in the Turkish and 
Azerbaijani media. A strained atmosphere reigned in the republic.  
Heydar Aliyev’s entourage was in confusion, the authority and 
influence of the opposition sharply increased, and it was obvious that 
the authorities were losing control over the situation in Azerbaijan.  
Naturally this disturbed the USA, as well as the western oil 
companies.  Representatives of the West, led by the USA, then 
unambiguously made it clear that they would only support the 
candidacy of the one who would provide socio-political stability in 
the republic, the inviolability of western economic interests and, 
most of all, would not reconsider the oil contracts.  At last, the West 
openly opposed a military solution to the Karabakh conflict (31).  

It is impossible to say that representatives of pro-western 
opposition did not understand what the oil companies were interested 
in.  In the local media a propaganda campaign was developed: the 
authorities tried to intimidate the West so that in case of a opposition 
victory in the presidential elections, there would be a repartition of 
the property and the oil contracts would be reconsidered.  In turn, the 
opposition in every possible way denied this (32). 

In such a situation it became known that a meeting of 
representatives of the largest western oil companies took place at the 
end of July 2003 in London where, after having analyzed the 
situation in Azerbaijan, they came to the conclusion that a victory for 



the opposition would threaten them with very serious problems.  
Therefore, the participants of the meeting charged the representative 
of “British Petroleum” to inform Ilham Aliyev about their concerns 
regarding the development of the situation in Azerbaijan and 
suggested to him that he claim the position of prime minister of the 
country immediately.  Under the Constitution, in case of incapacity 
of the president, authority automatically passes to the prime minister.  
Actually, as specified in the local media, the oil companies presented 
an ultimatum to the authorities of Azerbaijan and to Ilham Aliyev 
personally.  Simultaneously the Azerbaijani media published 
information that the US administration had also come to the same 
conclusion (33).  

Of course, representatives of the oil companies and from the US 
embassy completely denied all of this, but on 2 August 2003, Ilham 
Aliyev became prime minister. And the media of Azerbaijan reported 
that this news pleased the representatives of the oil companies so 
much that they organized parties at their offices (34).  It caused an 
explosion of indignation in Azerbaijan where such behavior was 
regarded as an intervention of foreign western companies into the 
internal affairs of a sovereign republic.  

The subsequent falsifications of the presidential elections on 15 
October 2003 and the bloody events of the following day became a 
serious defeat for the West and democratic values. A contradictory 
position of western international organizations (OSCE, СoЕ, EU) and 
the leading countries of the West to the repression in the country 
after the presidential elections caused great disappointment in the 
republic. The Azerbaijani dream of a fair and democratic West 
evaporated.  

Especially strong irritation and shock in the republic was caused 
by the position of the US administration which had turned a blind 
eye to the massive falsifications of the elections and their 
arbitrariness, and then hastened at once to congratulate Ilham Aliyev 
on his victory even before the election results were announced.  As a 
result, in Azerbaijan after the presidential elections of 15 October 
2003 there was a real explosion of anti-western and, in particular, 
anti-American sentiments.  And, those who only the day before 
seemed to be striking supporters of pro-western orientation, which 
was testified by numerous publications in the newspapers, belonging 



to pro-western parties and organizations, were more disappointed 
and indignant than anyone else. Newspapers were dazzled with 
articles with such characteristic headlines as “Oil in exchange for 
democracy”, “Farewell, the West!”, “Short-sighted policy of 
Washington”, “Democracy suffers a defeat in Azerbaijan”, “US 
Ambassador in the role of lawyer for the authorities”. Moreover, the 
reaction to the support of the policy of falsifications and repression 
by the authorities of Azerbaijan by the Bush administration was so 
painful that on 17 October 2003 “Yeni Musavat”, which had earlier 
been a radical pro-western newspaper, published a critical article 
under a shocking headline “If the USA is content with such elections, 
then long live Bin Laden?” (35).  

In such a situation, a reassessment of the role and the value of 
oil contracts and activity of oil companies in Azerbaijan began.  
Connected with this, it is interesting that in the initial stage of their 
activity, in the middle of the 1990’s, the rare critical publications on 
oil companies caused extremely negative reaction in society and 
were perceived as orders by the Armenians and enemies of the 
independence of Azerbaijan.  Now, only 10 years later, after the 
signing of the oil contracts, such publications appeared much more 
and, most importantly, they began to be perceived by society 
positively.  Figuratively speaking, the honeymoon phase had been 
left behind, and it became clear to Azerbaijanis that their hopes for 
oil were not warranted. The policy of “oil in exchange for Karabakh” 
completely failed. Negotiations on the solution of the conflict were 
deadlocked and, having lost hopes for its peaceful resolution, 
Azerbaijani society became more and more radicalized. Connected 
with this, Wahhabis and other religious groups which supported a 
military solution to the Karabakh conflict became rather popular in 
the republic. The Islamization of Azerbaijan assumed a more and 
more significant character that began to cause alarm among 
Americans and other representatives of the West.  

At the same time, in the course of radicalizing public feelings 
towards the Karabakh question, Azerbaijanis began to realize that as 
a result of signing the oil contract, they were found in a trap, the 
contract being the factor limiting the freedom of maneuver for 
Azerbaijan.  In fact, multi-billion dollar western investments demand 
stability in the country, which meant that oil companies were 



categorically opposed to the idea of a military solution to the 
Karabakh problem.  Moreover, they supported a stability based on 
repression and falsifications of elections. 

That the contract did not accustom the country to western 
civilization also became clear. Azerbaijan, during Ilham Aliyev’s 
rule began more and more to be associated not with democratic 
transformations, but with mass infringements of human rights, an 
enormous level of corruption and the monopolization of the 
economy. As it was figuratively been told in a very popular 
magazine in Azerbaijan, “oil has not at all turned an ugly duckling 
into a white swan. Having bathed in oil, the ugly duckling became 
even uglier” (36). And western oil companies, by and large, did not 
care whatsoever in what type of country - authoritarian, monarchic or 
democratic - they carry out their activities.  

On the other hand, contrary to all hopes, oil did not become the 
factor stabilizing and strengthening the economy.  On the contrary, it 
has turned into a headache for the Azerbaijani political system.  The 
oil contract became the catalyst creating a political system of the 
African type generating a political elite, growing rich off of oil 
incomes.  Even more often Azerbaijan began to be compared with 
Nigeria, predicting such a succession of events in the near future.  

At last, it became clear that enormous profits from the sale of oil 
did not serve as a basis for the development of a market economy, 
the growth of entrepreneurship, the creation of new jobs or the 
improvement of living conditions for the population of Azerbaijan.  
Contrary to all optimistic statements by the government on the 
economic upsurge, the reality is rather negative and does not leave 
much hope. A significant part of the population - more than 2 million 
or 25% of the population has left the country in search of a means of 
subsistence. The country is completely corrupted, monopolies 
dominate over the economy.  In connection with this, ever more 
often sentiments are echoed throughout the society that the 
development of Azerbaijan without oil could be much more 
effective. After the presidential elections of 2003, in numerous local 
media publications questions were raised about the mistakes which 
had been made while concluding the oil contracts.  The numerous 
incidences of the infringement of the labor legislation of Azerbaijan 



and the rights of the citizens of the republic by oil companies has 
become a subject of criticism by NGO’s in the republic (37).  

 
 
The Military Presence of the USA and the Problem of NATO  
Bases in Azerbaijan 
 
In early 2003, President George Bush made the statement that 

for the solution of the problems in the Middle East, beginning on 25 
November 2005 the USA launched a global reorganization of the 
armed forces.  After this, in the summer of 2003, in the American 
press details of these plans were published: fifteen thousand military 
men out of the seventy thousand strong American contingent 
stationed in Germany would be relocated to the South Caucasus, 
primarily to Azerbaijan, but also to Georgia.  Thus they would be 
stationed at small mobile bases (38). 

In the autumn of 2003, the Azerbaijani media published 
information on American plans to create the so-called “Caspian 
guards” - networks of groups of special purpose and other special 
divisions in the region, capable of reacting quickly and adequately to 
extreme situations, including attacks and assaults on oil-and-gas 
installations in the republic.  Direct coordination of the operation 
from different departments on the creation of the “Caspian guards” 
was assigned to the European command of the American Department 
of Defense, located in Stuttgart (Germany). More than 100 million 
dollars were planned to be spent within 10 years for the creation of 
“Caspian guards” by the USA (39). 

Before the end of the presidential elections in Azerbaijan, 
Americans denied the existence of these plans. However 
immediately after Ilham Aliyev’s official inauguration in December 
2003, US defense minister Donald Rumsfeld arrived in Azerbaijan 
for the discussion of the necessary measures in connection with these 
plans.  During the meetings the plans on redeployment of forces to 
Azerbaijan and the creation of the “Caspian guards” were confirmed. 
At the same time, a working group of American military experts who 
studied the military airfields of the republic began their work (40). 
Then Azeri Minister of Defense Safar Abiyev made an official 
statement in Moscow that the political leadership of the republic was 



intending to consider the possibility of locating NATO military bases 
within the territory of the country in the near future (41). At the end 
of March 2004, soon after Safar Abiyev’s visit to Washington, it 
became known that official Baku had given principled consent for 
the establishment of small NATO “mobile units” in Azerbaijan “for 
combating international terrorism” and the protection of the 
Azerbaijani offshore oil and gas fields, and also export pipelines 
(42). After that Azerbaijan was regularly visited by high-ranking 
military officials from the USA, including Minister of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld who paid a visit to Azerbaijan in the summer of 
2004.  

The American military presence in the republic became more 
and more real, something that was reflected in the local media.  
However, both parties officially denied the possibility of stationing 
American forces and the construction of military installations in 
Azerbaijan as it caused an extremely harsh reaction from Russia and 
Iran. But obviously it became more difficult to hide. On 21 
September 2005, American ambassador Rino Harnish made a public 
statement that with the participation of the Americans, two radar 
stations were under construction in Azerbaijan: one in the southeast 
of the country, on the Iranian border near Astara city, the other one - 
in the northeast, near the Russian border on the Caucasus Mountains 
near Khyzy city (43). This information once again proved how 
complex the foreign policy situation was for Azerbaijan. In fact, the 
Russian radar station “Daryal” was already located nearby in Gabala 
region.  Now it has appeared that in Azerbaijan there would be at 
once three radar stations of two foreign powers. Thus one American 
radar station would be directed at Russia, and another American one 
at Iran.  

After the aforementioned, the local media regularly published 
information on the fact that the USA was providing Azerbaijan with 
defense technology and helping it to strengthen its armed forces. 

 
 
The Parliamentary Elections of 2005: the End of the Azerbaijani  
Dream 
 



In November 2005 the next parliamentary elections took place in 
Azerbaijan. Their distinctive feature was that the population and 
political forces of the republic still believed in the western 
communities’ support for democratic transformations and reforms, and 
in particular, free elections. However, the elections passed under in the 
traditional format with mass falsifications by the authorities and 
repression against opposition. Nevertheless, the results of 
parliamentary elections were traditionally recognized by the western 
community.  

An especially strong disappointment was caused by the position 
of the US administration, who not only hastened to recognize the 
results of the elections, but also invited Ilham Aliyev for an official 
visit to Washington in April 2006.  It was cause for sharp accusations 
to be addressed against the USA by the pro-western opposition 
which named George Bush “the grave-digger of democracy in 
Azerbaijan” (44). Even A. Gross and A. Herkel, PACE rapporteurs 
on Azerbaijan, sharply and publicly accused the American President 
George Bush of the usage of double standards and condemned US 
policy in Azerbaijan which “does not serve to strengthen democracy 
and human rights” (45). With that, different representatives of 
Europe partly preserved the image and reputation of the West in the 
opinion of the Azerbaijan society.  And the ambassador of Norway to 
Azerbaijan Steiner Gil and the deputy of PACE Andreas Gross, in 
general, became the symbols of European democracy and reference 
points of the Azerbaijani dream of the West.  The pro-western 
opposition now laid its last hopes with Europe (46).  

The reputation of the USA continued to fall; a sharp criticism of 
the policy of Washington in Azerbaijan became an usual 
phenomenon.  Moreover, in the summer of 2006 one of the pro-
western opposition newspapers even floutingly congratulated the US 
president George Bush on his birthday and compared him with 
Iranian President Ahmedinejad (47)!  

The launch of construction of the Baku-Tbilisi-Jeyhan pipeline 
and the increased inflow of petrodollars into Azerbaijan only 
strengthened the authoritarian character of the regime. The situation 
of the suppression of democratic freedoms and human rights 
continued to worsen. The Azerbaijan dream of help by western 
countries in the democratic development of the country has died.   



 
 
“Who Needs Democracy, If You Have Oil? » or an Epilogue 
 
Summing up the above-stated, it is possible to draw the 

following conclusions.  The influence of western countries is very 
important for the development of the situation in Azerbaijan.  The 
western factor in the history of post-Soviet Azerbaijan has passed 
through several stages during a short period.  In the first stage (1992-
1998) the West personified all the best, for what the population of 
Azerbaijan had hoped.  It was the Azerbaijani dream, which was 
believed to help to solve the Karabakh conflict, sharply improve the 
living conditions and to construct a legal democratic state with a 
market economy.  The fact that the republic possesses significant 
reserves of hydrocarbons seemed to promote the realization of these 
hopes.  The population and political forces had “a syndrome of 
expectation”, i.e. petroleum and the West would help to solve the 
existing problems.  The belief in it was so strong that pro-western 
parties and the pro-western orientation of the country had no serious 
opponents and competitors within the country, and the pro-Russian 
and pro-Islamic forces watched from the sidelines during that period.  

However, gradually it became clear that those hopes were 
illusory, and the policy “oil in exchange for Карабах	and prosperity” 
failed.  But the dream did not disappear: in Azerbaijan there still 
remained an assurance in that the process of integration into the 
western structures and the strengthening role of the USA in the 
country would, all the same, make its realization possible.  However 
the presidential elections of 2003 and the parliamentary elections of 
2005 have practically buried hopes for democratic transformations, 
and alongside with them, the Azerbaijani dream.  As a result, there a 
strange situation develped: on the one hand, Azerbaijan is legally 
integrating into Europe and becoming a formal a part of the West.  
Russia has effectively been ousted from the republic, the influence of 
the USA is huge, and the question of joining NATO is considered as 
only a matter of time. But, on the other hand, after 2003 in 
Azerbaijan anti-American and, more widely, anti-western sentiments 
quickly emerged.  It became more and more obvious that the republic 
had become a hostage of its own oil: The authorities became more 



and more corrupt due to enormous hydrocarbon sales profit and they 
are not interested in the realization of democratic transformations in 
the country.  The energy factor plays the leading role for the West, 
and it is quite satisfied with the fact that in Azerbaijan the situation is 
stable and the energy supply is flowing smoothly.  As rather recently 
the ambassador of one of the western countries frankly specified to 
the Azerbaijani politicians in a private conversation, “Who needs 
democracy, if you have oil?” (48). 

Such an attitude of the West to Azerbaijan is fraught with grave 
consequences, both for our republic, and for the interests of the 
western countries. In fact, along with Turkey, Azerbaijan is a kind of 
bridge between East and West, and between the Islamic and 
Christian civilizations. The further growth of anti-western sentiments 
could lead to a social explosion with obvious religious and cultural 
undertones. The rallies by pro-Islamic forces of Azerbaijan in 
connection with the military actions of Israel in Lebanon in the 
summer 2006 are quite indicative.  For Azerbaijani society, Israel is 
associated with the West and consequently no anti-Israeli actions had 
taken place in the republic before.  Such an act became possible only 
in the process of growing anti-western and anti-American 
sentiments.  Actually, it was not only protests against Israel, but 
rather against its strategic ally – the USA, and in a wider sense, 
against the West.  That is why it is completely not coincidental that 
not only Islamists, but also many former pro-western political 
activists also took part in those actions.  

Such a succession of events naturally disturbs many in 
Azerbaijan, especially considering the aggravation of the situation 
concerning Iran and its nuclear program.  It is perfectly obvious that 
the country has landed in a trap: it will be impossible for Azerbaijan 
not to support the anti-Iranian resolutions and to refrain from being 
involved in the actions of the USA and its allies against Iran.  
However, in that case there will be a strong probability of an even 
greater growth of anti-western and anti-American sentiment and the 
destabilization of the situation in the country. 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART II. INTERNAL CONFLICTS 
 

Chapter 5 
 

The Islamic Factor: Problems and Prospects 
 
 
Religious Dualism 

 
The problem of division or dualism has traditionally played a 

huge role in the development of the religious situation in Azerbaijan: 
for centuries part of the local Muslim population was made up of 
Sunnites, and the other by Shiites. Historically, they were in constant 
confrontation with each other, and in the XVI-XVIII centuries, the 
territory of Azerbaijan even became an arena of bloody religious 



wars.  Prior to the beginning of the XIX century, a significant part of 
Muslims in the country was comprised by Sunnites, subsequently the 
country’s religious composition shifted in favor of Shiites, who 
nowadays account for almost 65% of local Muslims, the rest being 
Sunnites	(1).  

From another angle, during the first part of the XIX century, 
Azerbaijan was divided into two parts: the smaller, northern part was 
annexed by the Russian empire, and the larger, southern part was 
captured by Iran.  Naturally, the intellectual and political elite of the 
country were striving towards the political and religious unification 
of Azerbaijan.  But also in this respect, at the beginning of the XX 
century the supporters of unification were divided into two groups; 
supporters of unification with a pro-Islamic ideology, who supported 
unification under the banner of Islam; and secondly, the supporters 
of pan-Turkism, or those who supported unification on the basis of 
ethnicity. The process of national consciousness of Turkic 
Azerbaijanis was at this time only taking its first steps and 
consequently supporters of the pan-Turkism idea composed an 
insignificant part of the society, whereas the majority was made up 
of pan-Islamists.  

Persecution of religion during the Soviet period resulted in 
the smoothing over of many of the Shiite-Sunnite conflicts in 
Northern Azerbaijan. On the other hand, in response to the pressure 
on Islam, the Muslim population of the republic resorted to 
numerous cult places, the majority of which had pre-Islamic roots.  
As a result, as is traditional for Northern Azerbaijan, there emerged 
another dualism: alongside with the official clergy that was 
completely under the control of the Soviet authorities, there was also 
a functioning so-called “parallel” or “national” Islam.  

The eruption of the Karabakh conflict in 1988 and the 
subsequent disintegration of the USSR led to the process of “re-
Islamisation”, that is to say the return of the population to its 
religion.  However, this process encountered another: the Karabakh 
conflict had an ethnic dimension and demanded a corresponding 
answer.  As it was at the beginning of the XX century, so at the end 
of the century the Azerbaijani society again had to make a choice 
between pan-Islamism and pan-Turkism.  As during the years of the 
Soviet rule the process of national consciousness of Azerbaijanis had 



already taken place, by the end of the century the choice was made in 
favor of pan-Turkism,	which was not only attractive, but also was 
regarded as a necessary and basic idea in struggle for the 
independence of the country.  But pan-Islamism, in many respects, 
was associated with Iran and the official clergy and consequently 
was not seen as attractive. Islam interested Turkic Azerbaijanis, but 
only as a part of their history and culture.  It more closely resemble 
curiosity, rather than a real conversion to the religion. As a whole, 
the majority of Azerbaijanis were Muslim by religious origin, but did 
not observe a number of religious practices.  

All the aforementioned led to the point where, after the 
beginning of the Karabakh conflict and especially after Northern 
Azerbaijan re-gained independence in 1991, the society approvingly 
accepted Islam taking the place of communist ideology and nobody 
saw anything bad in that.  The Islamic renaissance in the country had 
begun.  Then, in 1989-1991, the first Islamic organizations were 
established, including the Islamic Party of Azerbaijan (IPA). 

At the same time there existed an outwardly paradoxical 
situation: during the growth of pro-Islamic sentiments, Shiite 
Azerbaijan was keeping away from Shiite Iran and did not approach 
the Muslim East much at all. The numerous Muslim missionaries 
that arrived in the country in the early 1990s, caused either suspicion 
or indifference amongst Azerbaijanis. For example, the first 
followers of Wahhabism did not cause any reaction in the beginning.  
They arrived in Azerbaijan from Russia at the time, primarily from 
Dagestan.  For Azerbaijanis it was an alien and not thoroughly 
understood ideology.  As a result, the ideas of the Wahhabis were 
more accepted by those living in the north, along the border with 
Russia, Lezghins, Avars, Tsakhurs	 and other local national 
minorities, who had close ties with their compatriots in Dagestan. 

 
 

The Struggle Against Radical and Terrorist Organizations  
 

However, regained independence in 1991 and the victory of 
pan-Turkism did not bring an end to the Karabakh conflict or 
improve the life of the population. On the contrary, the conflict 
ended in heavy defeat and the appearance of a huge number of 



refugees.  Social and economic collapse served to intensify 
Azerbaijani’s spiritual sufferings even more. The ideology of pan-
Turkism,	in many respects, lost its attractiveness by a wide spectra of 
the country’s population. At the same time, the attitude towards 
Islam and towards the Muslim missionaries softened noticeably and 
began to meet with greater understanding and interest.   

By the mid 1990s, radical Islamic organizations were already 
operating in Azerbaijan, including “Hezbollah” (“Party of Allah”) 
and “Djeyshullah” (“Army of Allah”), well-known for their actions 
in the Muslim East.  Wahhabis also began operating more actively 
and began to move from northern regions to the capital, where they 
established their centre in the “Abu-Bakr” mosque.   

Having realized the existing threat, the Azerbaijani 
authorities, beginning in second half of the 1990s, took to the 
offensive.  First, they struck the pro-Iranian religious forces: in 1995 
the IPA’s registration was revoked and all party leaders were 
arrested, and later in 1997 convicted on charges of espionage on 
behalf of Iran and for the preparation of an “Islamic revolution in 
Azerbaijan”. In 2000, Azerbaijani authorities arrested five activist 
members of “Hezbollah” on charges of the murder of the well known 
Azerbaijani scientist, Ziya Buniyatov, and were sentenced to long 
term imprisonment in early 2001 (2). 

Simultaneously, during the second half of 1990’s, the 
Ministry of National Security (MNS)	 of Azerbaijan launched an 
active campaign against various radical and terrorist Islamic 
organizations which were closely connected with the Arabian East 
and had established themselves in Azerbaijan.  Cells were raided of 
organizations such as “Djeyshullah” (“Army of Allah”), “Al-Qaeda” 
(“The Base”), “Al-Jihad” (“Holy War”), “Qama Al-Islamiya” 
(“Islamic Terror”), “Jamiyat Al-Ikhvan al-Muslimin” (“The Muslim 
Brothers Society”) and “Hizb-ut-tahrir al-Islami” (“ the Party of 
Islamic Independence”).  Dozens of insurgents were arrested and 
sentenced to various terms of imprisonment (3). 

Understandably, the MNS	of Azerbaijan did not publicize its 
activity against radical Islamic groups. However, its cooperation with 
the corresponding bodies in the USA in the period after 1996 was so 
successful that the CIA and the US State Department authorities, even 
before the tragic events of 9/11, thanked not only once the Azerbaijani 



authorities for their help and vigorous activity in the war against 
terrorism (4). Later on, these facts were openly declared by Namiq 
Abbasov, head of the Azerbaijan MNS. He also gave specific figures 
regarding Azerbaijan’s struggle against international terrorism, 
specifying that from 1998-2000, the Azerbaijan special services 
arrested and handed over to authorities of Saudi Arabia 9 of its 
citizens, as well as two to Sudan, one to Algeria and 5 to Egypt (5).  
This struggle against terrorism continued later as well.  In total, during 
the period of 2001-2003, 23 international terrorists were arrested in 
Azerbaijan and subsequently handed over to countries of the Arabian 
East (6). 

However, the aforementioned Islamic organizations were 
rather small, enlisted basically citizens of the Arabian East, operated 
underground and had practically no serious contacts nor support 
amongst the population of Azerbaijan. Therefore, the authorities of 
Azerbaijan on the whole managed to crush cells of these terrorist and 
radical organizations in the country by early 2001. 

 
 

The Growth of Islamic Sentiments During the Second Half of the 1990s 
 

Meanwhile, for a number of reasons, since the end of the 
1990s the religious situation in Azerbaijan has noticeably changed.  
Long-term negotiations on the resolution of the Karabakh conflict 
have failed to produce any results.  Moreover, it became clear that 
the Azerbaijani authorities’ hopes of realizing the plan “oil in 
exchange for Karabakh” was but an illusion. Fruitless negotiations 
on the Karabakh conflict led to the growth of radical feelings in the 
society.  But this rise met with an unwillingness on the part of the 
West to disrupt the existing status quo in region, as it could create a 
threat to the activity of foreign oil companies.   

Similarly, economic life in Azerbaijan did not give reason 
for optimism, as the gap between the small number of “New 
Azerbaijanis” who had become extremely rich and the rest of the 
population became ever deeper.  Additionally, new problems 
emerged: the absence of democratic development, mass 
unemployment, large-scale corruption, prostitution and the 



abandonment of moral principles all against the background of mass 
emigration from the country by people searching for a better life.  

Given these conditions, it was quite natural that people were 
drawn towards Islam with hopes of finding answers to their 
unresolved problems.  This was especially so in regards to the new 
generation of Azerbaijanis, who had never been atheists and were in 
great need of moral and spiritual guidance.  

The official clergy of Azerbaijan, represented by the 
Religious Organization of Caucasian Muslims (ROCM)	 led by 
sheikh-ul-Islam	Allahshukur	Pashazadeh	did not, and simply could 
not answer the questions that arose for many objective and subjective 
reasons.  Brought up by the Soviet system, the leaders of the ROCM	
simply were not able to adapt to rapid transformation of society.  
They were used to being part of an executive authority, and could not 
become the spokesmen for the spiritual expectations of the society. 
The small numbers and minimal vocational training of the majority 
of the representatives of the official clergy also played a role. 
Regular monitoring of the media in Azerbaijan by the Institute of 
Peace and Democracy starting from the end of the 1990’s shows that 
the overwhelming majority of press on the ROCM and about sheikh-
ul-Islam	 himself	were of a negative character and were connected 
with numerous scandals. The extreme conservatism of the official 
clergy is nowadays perceived by Azerbaijan society as a sort of 
“stagnation” in Islam.  Not unrelated to this has there been an 
increasing amount of publications in the media calling for reform and 
a renewal of the system of religious administration, and in some 
cases there are even appeals for the ROCM	 to	 be	 replaced	 by	 a 
more effective and modern religious structure. 

Under these conditions, in the second half of the 1990’s 
different Islamic streams began to rapidly emerge in Azerbaijan, 
each of which being a type of religious opposition to official clergy.  
Under the influence of the propaganda of Turkish missionaries in 
Azerbaijan, supporters appeared from such streams of Islam as 
Nakshbandiya, Suleymaniya, and Mevlana. But by far the most well 
known and popular Turkish religious organization in Azerbaijan was 
that of the followers of Said Nursi (1873-1960) or Nursists 
(Nurchular in Turkish).  The Nursist community, which is headed  
these days by Muhammad Fatullah Gulen, has huge financial assets 



that allow them to put out numerous newspapers, magazines, publish 
plenty of books, broadcast their own TV Channel “Samanyolu” 
(STV) and operate in many countries of the world without any 
particular problems. Within the Turkic nations of the CIS countries, 
as well as in Russia, they place special emphasis on diffusing their 
views amongst youth, for which they have established 6 universities 
and more than 250 lyceums. In Azerbaijan, the Nursist community 
have at their disposal a financial and economic structure (a network 
of shops and companies) as well as the “Caucasus” university and 13 
lyceums for the propagation of their views on the creation of an 
Islamic state.  Moreover, Nursist disseminates its views through 
religious programs on the STV channel and “Burch-FM” radio (7).  

At the end of the 1990’s, Iranian missionaries resumed their 
activities.  In November 1999, President Heydar Aliyev pardoned the 
leaders of the IPA, who had been sentenced two years earlier on 
charges of espionage for Iran and the preparation of an Islamic 
revolution in Azerbaijan.  Simultaneously with this, Iranian 
missionaries became more active in the southern regions of 
Azerbaijan and information appeared on the activity of numerous 
Shiite religious organizations, including the notorious “Hezbollah” 
(8). 

However, the greatest threat to the authorities of Azerbaijan at 
the end of 1990s was that of the Wahhabis,	who had by then turned 
into a serious force in the religious and political life of the country.  
The reasons for the growth of popularity and influence of the 
Wahhabis in today's Azerbaijan can be attributed to several factors.  

On the one hand, after the eruption of the second war in 
Chechnya in 1999, the number of Chechen refugees in Azerbaijan 
doubled, reaching ten thousand by 2001. Many of them, especially 
the young, were staunch and radical supporters of Wahhabism.  As 
the majority of Chechen refugees found shelter in the capital, so the 
center of Wahhabi activity also moved from northern regions, on the 
Russian frontier, to Baku.  

However, so as to avoid strained relations with Russia, in 
2000-2001 the Azerbaijani authorities launched a campaign against 
Chechen refugees, many of whom were arrested and transferred to 
the Russian authorities.  At the same time, the activities of numerous 
Arab charitable funds, operating in Azerbaijan and assisting Chechen 



refugees, were banned. These actions led to an outflow of many 
Chechen refugees from Azerbaijan. However, it has not stopped the 
“Wahhabization” of the country. On the contrary, the sermons of 
Wahhabis,	 in which they ruthlessly denounce the shortcoming of 
modern Azerbaijan, the tyranny of the authorities, and call for a 
military solution to the Karabakh conflict, have began to find many 
supporters among Azerbaijanis, and principally amongst the youth.  
It is rare to meet someone older than 40 among the Wahhabis.  That 
is to say that the ideas of the Wahhabis raise interest within the most 
active part of the society.  More remarkable is that by no means is 
there support only amongst the poorest and most down-trodden 
layers of society.  On the contrary, among modern Wahhabis there 
are many educated and successful people.   

The opposition by Wahhabis to the division of Muslims in 
the country into Shiites and Sunnites works in their favor.  In fact, 
for Azerbaijanis the main question of the present day is the idea of 
national unity and overcoming the split in order to solve the existing 
problems.  A sociological survey conducted by the Institute of Peace 
and Democracy in 2003 throughout all areas of Azerbaijan showed 
that approximately 58% of respondents preferred to consider 
themselves as “Muslims” and negatively reacted to the split in Islam.  
Only 30% were definitive and answered that they were Shiites, while 
9% identified as Sunnites (9). This is why the sermons of Wahhabis 
regarding the necessity of unity amongst all inhabitants of 
Azerbaijan and overcoming the split has garnered them increasing 
sympathy, especially amongst refugees and poorer segments of the 
population.  

As a result, if in the first half of the 1990’s a significant part 
of the Wahhabis were made up of Chechen refugees and national 
minorities living in the north of Azerbaijan, by the end of the 1990’s 
more and more Azerbaijanis became Wahhabis.  And, most 
importantly was the fact that, more and more information was being 
disseminated on the participation of Azerbaijani Wahhabis in 
military operations against the Russian army in the Chechen 
Republic. The Ministry of National Security	 of Azerbaijan even 
stated that approximately 300 Azerbaijani citizens were trained at 
Wahhabi centers in the Northern Caucasus, and during the second 
war in the Chechen Republic 13 Azerbaijanis, who previously had 



attended “Abu Bakr” mosque in Baku, had been killed.  From 1999-
2003, Azerbaijani authorities sentence in total more than 70 local 
Wahhabis for participation in military operations in Chechnya or for 
preparation for participation (10).  

The growth of the popularity and influence of Wahhabism 
were so noticeable that it could not have failed to cause anxiety for 
the authorities of Azerbaijan.  In fact, by the summer of 2001, 100 
mosques out of the 1300 existing in Azerbaijan were under the 
control of Wahhabis, with the total number of Wahhabis in 
Azerbaijan ranging between 25-30 thousand people (11). 

The Azerbaijani authorities began to realize that they were 
losing control over the religious situation and that the ROCM was 
not widely trusted by the population and was perceived by many 
believers as a very conservative and outdated religious organization. 
It was no surprise that the ROCM controlled less than 100 mosques 
out of 1300 and that even sheikh-ul-Islam Allahshukur	Pashazadeh	
was forced to recognize that the overwhelming majority of the 
mosques were outside of the influence of the official clergy (12). 
Naturally, it became clear that the ROCM had no chance in their 
ideological confrontation with the neo-Islamists. 

It was becoming dangerous to ignore the increasing problem 
any further, and in the summer 2001 the Cabinet of Ministers 
established the State Committee for the Work with Religious 
Associations (SCWRA). Professor Rafiq Aliyev, academic and 
Islamic specialist, who vigorously undertook to make serious 
changes in the religious sphere, was appointed as the head of the 
committee. Registration of religious organizations and societies was 
conducted and the committee established order in the studying of 
religion for Azerbaijani students both in the republic and beyond its 
borders.  However, the attempt to make order of the system of the 
incomes and expenses of the religious organizations, repair and 
construction of mosques and their registration, in addition to other 
“scrupulous” problems encountered resistance by the ROCM	 and 
personally by Sheikh-ul-Islam.  There emerged a serious conflict 
which complicated even further the situation in the religious sphere.  

 
 

The Islamic Factor in Azerbaijan Since September 11, 2001 



 
The tragedy of 9/11 and the subsequent developments in the 

Middle East imposed additional and significant effects on the further 
development of the situation in religious sphere in Azerbaijan.  On 
the one hand, the leadership of the Republic, taking advantage of the 
negative image of Islam in the West, began more often to connect 
protests by the population and political opponents in the country with 
pro-Islamic forces’ increasing activity.  The authorities of Azerbaijan 
began to intimidate the West with the “Islamic factor”, using it to 
justify their reprisals against inhabitants of the country. Since 2002 
there has been a noticeable increase in the number of “Islamic plots 
and failed coups” in the country.  It is enough to mention such 
examples of fantastic storytelling as an imaginary coup d'etat by the 
imam of “Djuma” mosque in Ganja or the persistent arrests of 
citizens (primarily the parishioners of “Abu Bakr” mosque) by law 
enforcement bodies and the charges of international terrorism (linked 
to “Al-Qaeda”) without any proof whatsoever (13).  

But the policy of struggle against the “Islamic factor” was 
especially highlighted in Nardaran village, situated 35 km north of 
Baku.  In the summer of 2002, Nardaran residents demonstrated with 
a peaceful protest, demanding a solution to the serious social and 
economic problems in their village. However, police applied armed 
force against the unarmed peaceful inhabitants, as a result of which 
one person was killed and more than 30 wounded.  In an attempt to 
hide what had been done and to clear themselves of any wrongdoing, 
the authorities hastened to present the Nardaran events as a part of 
their struggle against “international Islamic extremism” (14). 

The deterioration of Heydar Aliyev's health in early 2003 
and the presidential elections planned for autumn of that same year 
strengthened the role of the Islamic factor in Azerbaijan. On 12 
February 2003, sheikh-ul-Islam	Allahshukur	Pashazadeh	made an 
unexpected statement about his possible nomination for the 
presidential elections. Certainly, this contradicted the Constitution of 
the country and the law on “Freedom of Worship” and was therefore 
simply a “trial run” aimed at eliciting the society’s reaction to his 
proposal.  The reaction was sufficiently negative and sheikh-ul-Islam	
withdrew his nomination (15).  



The Presidential elections of 15 October 2003 in many 
respects marked a new stage in the Islamizaton of the population of 
the country.  In fact, throughout all of the years following the 
collapse of the USSR and Azerbaijan’s regaining of independence, 
pro-Western parties and organizations dominated political life in the 
country, reflecting the population’s aspiration and belief in western 
values and democratic reforms.  The growth of interest in Islam 
during this period was not connected to the strengthening of the 
activity and influence of “political” Islam. Notwithstanding the great 
respect towards the religion, negative attitudes prevailed towards 
“political” Islam.  

However, the presidential elections of 2003 changed the 
views of the population, especially its active elements. The sharp and 
disdainful reaction by Azerbaijani society was caused not by the total 
falsification of the elections by the authorities, which was playing a 
familiar tune, but by the position of the leading countries of the 
West, especially the USA. Statements by the American 
administration on its devotion to democratic ideals in Azerbaijan 
began to be perceived negatively and without any faith. After all, this 
all took place against the background of events in Iraq, where 
likewise under American democratic pretensions thousands of 
peaceful civilians were killed, with military operations being carried 
out in some cases in sacred Muslim lands. This undoubtedly worried 
believers and affected the religious situation in Azerbaijan. 

On the other hand, field research by the Institute of Peace 
and Democracy has shown that since early 2004, the tactics of 
Muslim missionaries in Azerbaijan have changed dramatically.  If up 
to that time, the Arab, Iranian and Turkish foundations and religious 
representatives were often great odds with each other (16), from that 
time onwards this became a thing of the past. The religious 
contradictions faded away, and now foreign Islamic missionaries 
openly cooperated, sometimes even coordinating their activities.  The 
authorities of the country were aware of it.  Moreover, in the 
SCWRA’s official “Bulletin”, they expounded openly on the direct 
connection between the operations of the American forces and their 
allies in Iraq and the rapprochement of radical Shiite and Sunnite 
organizations of Azerbaijan (17). In an interview with the author on 
15 May 2004, the head of the SCWRA Rafiq Aliyev declared that 



the primary purpose of such a rapprochement was the aspiration 
towards the Islamization of	 the country as soon as possible.  This 
would be very much in Iran’s interest, as they are afraid of the 
Americans and are interested in making sure that the territory of 
Azerbaijan would not be used against it. Arab countries, especially 
those patrons of radical Sunnite	 groups and streams also have a 
vested interest (18). 

The transformation of the views of SCWRA leader was 
simply remarkable.  In numerous interviews during the early years of 
his activity in 2001-2002, he denied any possibility of the Islamic 
factor influencing political life in Azerbaijan. By 2003 he was already 
granting its possibility, and in 2004 he officially stated that the “threat 
of Islamic fundamentalism exists and is of a very real danger”.  Rafiq 
Aliyev even went so far as to suggest amendments to the Criminal 
legislation and to toughen sentences for religious extremism (19). 

Changes in public feelings, including in the religious sphere 
changed the behavior of sheikh-ul-Islam	Pashazadeh as well.  Right 
after Heydar Aliyev's funeral, in December 2003, sheikh-ul-Islam, 
during his speech at the “Taza Pir” mosque in Baku, declared in front 
of religious representatives of the republic that, “power is in reliable 
hands. The country will be ruled henceforth after consultations with 
me. From now on you in the regions should carry yourselves 
differently and listen to nobody but me. You are my representatives 
on the ground, not those of the local executive authorities. This 
means that instead of the executive authorities, you should obey only 
me” (20).  Following this, sheikh-ul-Islam	began to make statements 
regarding the situation in the Middle East and in the region more 
broadly, which often contradicted the foreign policy of the authorities 
of the republic, consequently attracting the attention of many analysts 
in Azerbaijan (21). Then, in late 2004, sheikh-ul-Islam	Pashazadeh	
again declared his intention to engage in political activity, causing a 
decidedly negative reaction from the head of the SCWRA, Rafiq 
Aliyev (22).  

Throughout 2005 the religious situation continued to 
deteriorate. Wahhabis became noticeably more active. In January, 
the SCWRA declared that Azerbaijani pilgrims in Saudi Arabia were 
being exposed to massive Wahhabi propaganda. Books in Russian, 
promoting radical Wahhabi views including appeals “to kill one’s 



neighbor and confiscate his property if he does not believe properly”, 
were also distributed amongst Azerbaijani pilgrims (23).  It became 
clear that the sponsors of the Wahhabi ideology were launching a 
real “battle” for the minds of Azerbaijani believers. This compelled 
the SCWRA to pay the utmost attention to the religious literature 
being distributed in the country. Here awaited an unexpected and 
unpleasant surprise: as it turned out, a considerable part of the radical 
and extremist literature connected with Wahhabi ideology, arriving 
in Azerbaijan and proceeding onwards to Russia and the Central 
Asian republics from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait was arriving through 
… the ROCM!  In connection with this, under orders from the 
SCWRA, in May and August 2005, customs services of Azerbaijan 
seized two lots of radical Islamic literature, weighing 14 and 10 tons 
each (24 tons in total or nearly 50 thousand books), which were 
addressed to the ROCM.  No room was left for doubt regarding the 
participation of the ROCM	 and sheikh-ul-Islam	 himself	 in the 
distribution of radical Islamic literature in Azerbaijan and the CIS, 
for which they would be seriously accused by the head of SCWRA	
(24).  

By the end of the year, officials from the SCWRA showed in 
their annual report that during the past year they had studied the 
contents of 354 books, 275 of which concerned Islam. Experts from 
the SCWRA identified 88 books as extremist and banned their 
import and distribution in Azerbaijan. As the SCWRA report 
showed, in total in 2005 more than 500 thousand religious books, the 
overwhelming majority of which were on Islam, had been imported 
into the republic.  In the spring of 2005 information was received 
regarding Wahhabis becoming active in northern regions of 
Azerbaijan.  Specifically it was indicated that in Gusar, Guba, 
Khachmaz, Siyazan and Balakan regions, the process of undertaking 
organizational registration of local Wahhabi activities is under way. 
They began to come together in radically minded religious 
communities - djamaats (25). Soon afterwards it became known that 
ideologues of Wahhabism were trying to expand their sphere of 
influence in the republic (26).  

The authorities of the republic realized the existing threat. 
Rafiq Aliyev, head of the SCWRA, no longer hid his concern, openly 
declaring that Iran and other Islamic countries had changed their 



tactics and were actively trying to form a religious-political 
movement in Azerbaijan.  Meanwhile foreign missionaries paid 
special attention to the mosques, in many of which ideas against the 
secular state and government were practically openly propagandized.  
All of this naturally compelled the Azerbaijani special services to 
pay more diligent attention to the situation in the mosques, and to the 
religious sphere in general (27). 

Following this, in the summer of 2005 the Ministry of 
National Security of the republic made public official information on 
arrests, first in Novhany village, close to Baku, of about 30 young 
Wahhabis (primarily Chechens by nationality), and then later of a 
group comprised exclusively of 9 foreigners (citizens of Afghanistan, 
the United Kingdom, Jordan and Russia), who intended on 
committing acts of terrorism (28).  Law enforcement bodies of the 
republic carried out other measures as well, which were not always 
made public.  Thus there appeared, at the end of 2005 in the Dutch 
press, detailed information on the arrest and extradition of a Turk and 
2 Moroccans in Azerbaijan, members of a radical Islamic group (29).  

Nevertheless, the religious situation in Azerbaijan caused 
increasing concern. As Ilgar Ibrahimoglu, the imam of “Djuma” 
mosque and well known Islamic human rights defender remarked, 
“the Azerbaijani authorities have an interest in the increase of 
extremist Islam”, and moreover, “in our government there are serious 
forces lobbying for the interests of radical extremist sects” (30).  

 
 

Neither the West, nor Russia, only Islam?  
  

Since early 2006, the Islamic factor has begun to play an 
even greater role in Azerbaijan. This has been caused both by a 
succession of events inside of the country, and the influence of 
external factors. First of all, parliamentary elections in Azerbaijan, 
which took place on 6 November 2005 played a huge role. These 
elections would complete the devaluation of Western values, the 
process of which began with the presidential elections of 15 October 
2003.  On that day the image of the West and the ideals of liberal 
democracy in Azerbaijan were dealt their first and very significant 
blow.  After that began the decline of the democratic opposition as a 



spokesman for the pro-Western liberal views.  And then, two years 
later, the small remaining hopes in Azerbaijani society vanished after 
the next falsification of the election results and the arbitrariness of 
authorities during the parliamentary elections.  Finally, the 
indifferent position of Western countries, especially the USA, 
marked the end of liberal-democratic values in Azerbaijan.  

After having lost hope in Russia, and now in the West, it was 
observed in the local media that, “a considerable part of the 
Azerbaijan public has been reminded of the words of the leader of 
the Islamic revolution in Iran, Khomeini: ‘Neither the West, nor the 
East, only Islam!’” (31).  

By the way, pro-Western opposition parties quickly became 
aware of this moment.  It first began to be talked about in the 
opposition party “Musavat”. If up until 2003 the inner struggle 
within the party had been between the representatives of two groups 
(liberals and national democrats), now the voices of a third group, 
the Islamists, were also heard loud and clear. Leaders of this group 
advocated using the potential power of Islam in the political struggle, 
something which nearly led to the party splitting during its 
convention in May 2006 (32). 

The remaining pro-Western opposition parties were not in 
any better situation. Numerous interviews conducted by researchers 
at the Institute of Peace and Democracy and the author amongst the 
members of these parties, especially in the regions, testified to the 
extreme disappointment in western values and an noticeable rise in 
anti-American sentiments.  

At the same time, external factors began to exert a greater 
influence on the religious situation in Azerbaijan.  As a result, if 
previously the geopolitical standoff between West and East, and 
confrontations around the Islamic factor had not strongly influenced 
Azerbaijan, then now these or other events connected with Islam 
elicited a much sharper reaction in the republic. Beginning in the 
autumn of 2005 throughout many countries in the world, especially 
in the Muslim East, protest demonstrations took place in connection 
with the offensive cartoons of Prophet Muhammad published in a 
number of European media sources. Azerbaijan stayed out of this 
“cartoon scandal” for almost half a year.  But after the parliamentary 
elections the public feeling in the country noticeably changed.  As a 



result, on 7 February 2006, first in Baku, and then in Nardaran 
village protest demonstrations took place in reaction to the cartoons 
of the prophet.  During subsequent demonstrations the flags of the 
USA, Israel, Denmark, and also Armenia and Switzerland were burnt 
for the first time in the history of independent Azerbaijan (33).  Then 
on 11 February in Azerbaijan itself the little-known “Yeni Khabar” 
(Modern News) newspaper published offensive cartoons of Jesus 
Christ and the Virgin Mary. These anti-Christian cartoons raised an 
significant stir outside the country, including the Islamic world (34). 
The situation was so complicated that some diplomatic 
representatives in Baku increased security measures.  

Though the fervor surrounding the cartoons of the prophet 
soon calmed, it became clear that from now on in Azerbaijan there 
would be significant reaction to events outside of the country, 
especially if they be of a religious character.  In early April 2006, 
Jewish organizations if Azerbaijan received menacing letters from a 
hitherto unknown organization in the republic called the “Brothers-
Muslim” in which they stated that, “We shall avenge the death of our 
sheikh Ahmed Yasin”. This compelled the Baku authorities to 
increase security measures at local synagogues and Jewish 
organizations (35).  The crisis surrounding Iran has played an even 
greater role on the growth of pro-Islamic orientations in the country.  

Connected with this is some interesting data gathered 
through two sociological surveys, which were carried out almost 
simultaneously in the spring of 2006.  To begin with, in March-April 
2006, the Center for Religious Research conducted a public opinion 
poll among 600 young citizens between the ages of 16-35 in Baku 
and Sumgayit.  98% of respondents considered themselves to be 
believers and for 80% of them, belief in the Allah in their lives took 
precedence over such notions as the nation, family, private life and 
career.  9% of respondents supported the establishment of an Islamic 
state in Azerbaijan founded on Shari’a law.  However, the majority 
(41%) preferred Turkish model of liberal Islam and only 7% favored 
Iran and its model of Islam (36). 

No less interesting are the results of the survey conducted in 
April-May 2006 among 1000 respondents throughout the republic by 
the FAR CENTRE for economic and political research. It showed 
that 19 % of respondents are convinced supporters of the 



establishment of an Islamic state in Azerbaijan, with more 30% 
agreeing with the idea partially (giving priority to Shari’a law in 
family legislation).  In other words, almost 50% of respondents were 
supporters of Islamic moral values. 40% of respondents were ready 
to show solidarity with other Islamic countries (“with their brothers 
in faith”) in any international dispute with non-Muslim countries. At 
the same time however, the poll showed that political Islam was still 
poorly presented in Azerbaijan, with none of the Islamic political or 
public figures (including foreign ones), able to garner the support of 
more than 5% of the respondents, including sheikh-ul-Islam,	
Allahshukur	Pashazadeh, the head of Azerbaijani Muslims. In any 
event, these surveys showed once the growth of pro-Islamic 
sentiments in Azerbaijan and the decline in the belief in western 
liberal values.  

The authorities from the SCWRA reacted to the changing 
situation in the country in due course, drafting amendments to the 
law “On Freedom of Worship”.  It proposed to toughen control over 
the activities of religious organizations and media outlets 
propagating any type of religious views in the country (38). At the 
same time, Rafiq Aliyev, the head of the SCWRA, launched an 
inconspicuous campaign against those elements in the structures of 
power who, to one extent or another, appeared to have connections 
with Islamic forces.  It took on such a broad character that material 
on ties between, for example, the Nursists and a number of high-
ranking officials in the structures of power, were published several 
times in the local media (39).  The authorities, as a rule, labeled such 
publications as provocation by the opposition.  However, in the 
spring of 2006, the head of the SCWRA began to make statements 
on ongoing anti-governmental propaganda in many mosques and that 
“some government officials maintain ties with radical religious 
groups”.  With this statement he meant the Wahhabis and Nurchular, 
saying specifically that the former already poses a threat to 
Azerbaijan, and a greater danger still will exist from the latter 10 
years from now (40). 

Certainly, Rafiq Aliyev had reasonable grounds for making 
these statements.  The Wahhabis had become much more active.  In 
the spring of 2006, the Azerbaijani media published several reports 
about active dissemination of Wahhabi views, particularly in the 



northern areas of the republic. It became clear that Wahhabis were 
not limiting their activity to sermons in mosques, but were also 
distributing leaflets.  They attempted to gain control over different 
economic enterprises in various regions of the country. According to 
one source, by 2006 the Wahhabis controlled approximately 90 
agricultural enterprises in 26 regions of the republic, more than 30 
stores in large shopping centers in Baku, and many establishments in 
the marketplaces of the capital.  The incomes from these 
establishments goes towards propaganda and pay for Wahhabis. The 
number of Wahhabis is growing and nowadays their numbers range 
between 30-40 thousand people (41). 

But not only Sunnite religious groups became active.  
According to an official communiqué by the SCWRA, an previously 
unknown radical group called “72 shehid (martyrs - A.Y.)” became 
active in the south of the country (42). Information also began to 
come to light on the occurrence of situations of conflict on religious 
grounds in some regions. An especially precarious situation 
developed in northeast of the country, in Khachmaz region.  It was 
here that the authorities made use of rather original and humiliating 
techniques as a means of struggle against the Wahhabis.  In the best 
case scenarios, law enforcement bodies tried to prevent local 
Wahhabis from praying in the central mosque of Khachmaz.  In 
some villages, Wahhabis were detained and their beards were 
forcefully shaved, which was taken as an extremely humiliating act 
and served only to further radicalize the local situation (43).  

In such an atmosphere of religious tension in the country, the 
confrontation between the head of the SCWRA Rafiq Aliyev and 
sheikh-ul-Islam	 Pashazadeh	 assumed a very public and pointed 
character.  The government official used documentary evidence to 
accuse the spiritual leader of the country of the distribution of 
Wahhabi and other radical religious literature in Azerbaijan. On his 
part, sheikh-ul-Islam	completely rejected these charges, and claimed 
that it was Rafiq Aliyev who was the patron of the Wahhabis and 
even brought legal action against him! (44).   

The reaction by the country’s leaders to this confrontation 
could not have been more unexpected or strange: on 27 June 2006, 
Rafiq Aliyev was dismissed from his position as head of the 
SCWRA.  The appointment of his successor a month later was even 



stranger and less understandable: former presidential adviser on 
national and religious organizations Idayat Orujov, who was 
obviously less qualified than his predecessor not only in his 
knowledge in the sphere of religion and Islam, but most importantly, 
was not seen as an independent or objective political figure. This 
appointment was regarded by the public as proof of sheikh-ul-
Islam’s	decisive	victory	and created serious fears with regards to the 
religious situation in Azerbaijan.  In fact, it became clear that the 
Islamic factor was given a stimulus for further growth in the 
republic, whereas it is very important for the government to have an 
opportunity to control the to situation.    

The first disturbing cause for alarm arose a month later: on 
27 August, not the SCWRA, as it had been not long prior, but 
Russian border guards who made an official statement on the 
detention of cargo train cars containing 3 tons of literature 
propagandizing religious extremism, heading to Russia from 
Azerbaijan (45).  

After Rafiq Aliyev's dismissal, the behavior of sheikh-ul-
Islam	 also changed, as he subsequently began more often to make 
political statements in connection with events in the Middle East and 
in other regions of the world.  A great resonance was sounded, even 
outside of Azerbaijan, in response to his statement on the Karabakh 
conflict in August 2006 which said that “I am ready to declare jihad 
for the liberation of the occupied territories of Azerbaijan” (46). 

Meanwhile, both in the republic and beyond its borders, pro-
Islamic forces became significantly more active in connection with 
Israeli military action in Lebanon in the summer of 2006: from 3 
August until the suspension of the operations, anti-Israeli protests 
took place in Baku and other population centres of the republic (47).  
They were not very significant, attracting only several hundred 
people, while here and there on walls of houses in Baku “Death to 
Israel!” slogans appeared. Such things have never taken place in 
Azerbaijan before, as for all these years Israel was considered to be 
strategic partner and who helped the republic a lot in connection with 
the Karabakh conflict.   

The new SCWRA leadership did not react to these 
developments at all.  But it became known that, as per the demand of 
the RMCM, in the near future the law “On Religion”, will be 



amended to and within it Islam will be proclaimed as the national 
faith.  This information was met with significant suspicion in 
Azerbaijan and caused a generally ambiguous reaction (48).  It was 
clear that such a turn in the religious sphere will be fraught with 
negative consequences for the country.  First of all, ROCM’s 
legislative initiative could become another step in transforming the 
secular Azerbaijan Republic into a theocratic state headed by the 
sheikh-ul-Islam himself in the not so distant future.  Secondly, there 
will be another powerful wave of emigration of non-Muslims from 
the country.  And finally, the rest of the secular intellectuals will 
leave the country.  As a result, the country would take a huge step 
back and turn into a second Iran or Iraq. 

 
 
The "Case" of Journalist Rafiq Taqi 

 
At the end of 2006 there was an event which excited the 

public in Azerbaijan and Iran and in no uncertain terms posed the 
question about the role of Islam in the country.  On 1 November 
2006 an article entitled “Europe and Us” by journalist Rafiq Taqi in a 
previously little-known newspaper “Sanat”, in which Taqi suggested 
that Islam has become a cause for dissension in the Middle East, and 
that the Prophet Muhammad created problems for many Eastern 
nations and peoples. The article caused an angry reaction on the part 
of the SCWRA management, IPA leaders and other Muslims who 
thought that the author had offended the Prophet Muhammad. 
Protests followed, and on 10 November at a meeting in Nardaran 
village local believers passed a death sentence on the journalist and 
at the same time the editor of the paper Samir Sadagatoglu.  Hajiaga 
Nuriyev, the leader of the IPA and resident of Nardaran, having 
expressed his full consent with the sentence, also demanded that state 
policy be toughened in regards to those citizens who dare to offend 
Allah, the prophet, or other holy names. Connected with this, they 
proposed urgently passing a corresponding law.  Sheikh-ul-Islam	
Pashazadeh,	also	reacted	to	this	event,	by	filing	a	suit	against the 
newspaper (49).  

As if on signal, came the reaction from neighboring Iran, 
where once Salman Rushdie was sentenced to the death penalty for 



his well known work.  First, on 21 November 2006, Iranian 
Ayatollah Morteza Bani Fazl promised to present his house as an 
award to whomever would kill the Azerbaijani journalist. Ten days 
later, one of the most well known religious figures of Iran, respected 
by many believers in Azerbaijan, Ayatollah Muhammad Fazil 
Lankarani also declared a fatwa (verdict), in which he demanded the 
death penalty for Rafiq Taqi and also for Samir Sadagatoglu.  At the 
same time, beginning on 19 November continuous pickets and other 
protests were undertaken by Iranian students in front of the Embassy 
of Azerbaijan in Teheran, and later in front of the General Consulate 
of Azerbaijan in Tebriz. Meanwhile, during the protests in Iran, 
threats directed at Azerbaijan were commonplace (50). Neither did 
the notorious Iranian “Sahar-2” TV channel stay on the sidelines, and 
beginning on 19 November began to persuade the Azerbaijani 
population to carry out the fatwa of the above-stated religious leaders 
and to execute the journalist Rafiq Taqi for his publication. 
Simultaneously, Iranian TV personalities called on Muslims of 
Azerbaijan to change by force the Constitution of their country, 
which “does not correspond with Islamic traditions” (51). 

In secular Azerbaijan, the reaction to the “case” of Rafiq 
Taqi was different.  The question was not that very few people were 
informed about the content of the journalist's article. It was clear that 
the principle of the matter was not Rafiq Taqi, but the reaction of 
Muslims, which shocked and even frightened many people.  All that 
needs to be said about the seriousness of the situation, can be shown 
by the actions of the authorities, who could not find anything more 
convincing, and illegally arrested the journalist and editor for two 
months during the period investigation under the article “inciting 
religious hatred”.  In the meantime, lawyers refused to defend the 
detainees, being afraid for their lives.  Moreover, information came 
to light that the arrested journalists, not trusting their own 
government, intended to seek asylum in Denmark, considering the 
reaction of the Danish government to the “cartoon scandal” several 
months before (52). 

The liberal intelligentsia and many politicians, human rights 
defenders, and journalists realized the threat and spoke out against it, 
but not in defense of the journalist, but of freedom of speech and the 
secular character of the Azerbaijani state.  Moreover, a small group 



of creative youth in Azerbaijan, as a token of protest, declared their 
“withdrawal” from Islam and launched a campaign of “Renunciation 
of Islam” (53), that elicited an ambiguous reaction in the country. 

The new head of the SCWRA Idayat Orujov kept silent 
during all this time, then finally made a statement, condemning the 
journalist, but he did not say a word concerning the fatwa declared in 
Azerbaijan and Iran for his execution.  In opposition to Orujov, the 
former SCWRA head Professor Rafiq Aliyev remained true to his 
word: he condemned the journalist, but at the same time sharply 
opposed the actions of those advocating political Islam in Azerbaijan 
and Iran, clearly pointing out the secular character of Azerbaijani 
statehood and the necessity to consider the situation from a legal 
standpoint, instead of by Shari’a norms (54). 

Eventually, the Azerbaijani authorities realized that it was 
impossible to keep silent any longer and pretend that the Iranian 
protests and appeals coming out of them were of no interest to the 
republic.  On 28 November 2006, the ambassador of Azerbaijan to 
Iran submitted note of protest to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Islamic Republic of Iran in connection with the anti-Azerbaijan 
actions that had taken place in front of the Azerbaijani diplomatic 
missions in Teheran and Tebriz.  Simultaneously, by all accounts, 
corresponding action was taken against protesters in Nardaran 
village.  In any case, at the end of November in the Azerbaijani 
media news appeared that Nardaran residents had actually withdrawn 
their previously made appeal for the execution of the journalists (55). 

 
 
Prospects of Political Islam in Azerbaijan. What Next? 
 

A brief analysis of the religious situation in Azerbaijan has 
shown that the country has passed through several stages of 
ideological development. After the eruption of the Karabakh conflict 
and during the first years after the collapse of the USSR, the 
ideology of Islam had no special chance for success.  During that 
period, only the ideology of Turkism was considered necessary for a 
victory in the Karabakh conflict and for the establishment of 
independence in the country.  



Defeat in the Karabakh conflict and the deep socio-economic 
and political crises of first half of the 1990’s did not fundamentally 
change the attitude of the population towards Islam in the country as 
the population, as before, still believed in Western liberal democratic 
values. However, by the end of the 1990’s there was great 
disappointment in these values at the same time as the influence of 
Islam was increasing in Azerbaijan.  The final blows to the ideals of 
western liberalism in Azerbaijan were stricken by the presidential 
elections of 2003 and the parliamentary elections of 2005. 

As a result, there was a spiritual vacuum in Azerbaijani 
society, and the authorities tried to fill it artificially.  The process of 
creating a new ideology by the name of “Heydarism” was launched 
at the end 2003 when, after Heydar Aliyev's death, a cult of 
personality campaign of the ex-president was undertaken all across 
the republic.  He was declared a Messiah who prevented civil war 
and chaos and created the independent Republic of Azerbaijan. All 
the achievements of modern Azerbaijan were connected with his 
name only.  Simultaneously, the authorities wrote out of history all 
other Azerbaijani political leaders of the XX century, ranging from 
Rasulzadeh to Elchibey, and also ignored and cancelled national and 
government holidays which were not connected with Heydar Aliyev. 
It had a conscious and purposeful character, and high-ranking 
government officials began to declare more often that, “Heydar 
Aliyev has created Azerbaijan from emptiness” (56), as God created 
the world and human beings from nothing.  

After the parliamentary elections of 2005 this policy of sowing 
a new cult took on a totalitarian character.  Monuments and busts of 
Heydar Aliyev were erected in cities, villages, airports, institutions and 
schools, while streets, enterprises, towns, parks, concert halls and 
stadiums were named in his honor.  The official clergy of Azerbaijan 
also joined in the campaign, and information arrived from different 
corners of the republic of mosques being named after H. Aliyev (57). 
It descended to absurdity: not only in schools and institutions, but also 
even in some mosques (for example, in the Nakhchevan Autonomous 
Republic) “memoriums of Heydar Aliyev” were created! 

All this campaigning was not of an original character and is 
characteristic for authoritative regimes. That is why the cult of Heydar 
Aliyev propagandized in Azerbaijan is so strongly reminiscent of the 



propaganda of Vladimir Lenin and the “wise doctrine of Leninism” 
in the USSR or the cult of Kim Il-Sung in North Korea.  It was a 
natural extension, as the ideologues of the propagation of Heydarism 
were products of the Soviet authoritarian system.  

However, the copy is always worse than the original, and 
consequently this campaign, which is more and more looking like a 
farce, is perceived by a major part of the Azerbaijani population 
quite skeptically.  The result is a country where the ideals of Turkism 
(nationalism) and western liberal democracy have failed, and the new 
ideology of “Heydarism” imposed by the authorities has not met the 
expected interpretation from the society.  As a result, the rapid 
increase in the popularity of Islam as a more attractive ideology for 
the society has been only natural.  During the first decade of 
independence, Azerbaijani society nevertheless separated Islam, as a 
religion, from political Islam.  That is to say, considering themselves 
to be Muslims and a part of the Islamic civilization, Azerbaijani 
society showed a staunch aversion towards religious political 
organizations.  In many respects, this was connected with the 
negative image and low intellectual level of both official ROCM 
representatives and IPA leaders, as well as other pro-Islamic political 
establishments (such societies as “Tovba”, “Gardashlyg”, and 
others).  

However, gradually the situation began to change.  By the 
beginning of the XXI century new leaders of the Islamic movement 
appeared on the political stage.  The former semiliterate spiritual 
figures were replaced with young religious theologians and 
philosophers who, having received excellent education in foreign 
countries are engaging in the spread of Islam in a new fashion, in 
step with the times.  As a result, if several years ago mosques were 
empty, and the population remembered Islam only during mourning 
ceremonies, then since the beginning of the XXI century, in an age of 
unconcealed interest in Islam, the situation has radically changed.  
For a considerable part of the population, especially the younger 
generation, Islam became the norm for their lives.  In fact, today 
Islam has become the alternative to the ideology of the Heydarism 
cult.  

  At the same time, against the backdrop of a decline in the 
authority of pro-Western and pro-Russian political structures, interest 



in political Islam has noticeably increased in the society. However, 
its supporters are not united and there is no charismatic leader among 
them.  But there is no doubt that any politician, who treats the canons 
of Islam with disrespect, risks losing votes in Azerbaijan.  

What are the prospects for political Islam in Azerbaijan?  As 
the new generation begins to exert a greater influence on the life of 
the society, the tendency for further growth of religious activities and 
the Islamization will undoubtedly continue.  Nevertheless, it is hard 
to imagine even the possibility of radical political Islamic forces 
coming to power in the coming years.  The level of religious 
tolerance and openness of Azerbaijani society, its urbanization and 
affinity to Western values and its secular model of statehood do not 
give base to speak about such a destiny for Azerbaijan.  However, 
such a possibility cannot be excluded.  In this respect, very much 
depends on how many of the existing internal and external problems 
can soon be solved.  First of all, they include whether the Karabakh 
conflict will be solved and hundred of thousands of refugees return 
to their homes, whether democratic principles will triumph in a 
secular Azerbaijan, whether the economic development of the 
country will follow the same path as that of the advanced countries 
of the world, and whether oil-and-gas resources will be used 
effectively and in the interest, not of corporations, but of the whole 
population.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 6 



 
Interethnic Relations 

 
 

 
Following the fall of the Soviet Union, interethnic conflict 

became one of the serious problems that emerged on the territory of 
the former superpower.  Azerbaijan was the first former Soviet 
republic in which interethnic conflict flared up.  The rise in national 
consciousness in multi-ethnic Azerbaijan would be the foundation on 
which ethnic separatism would appear in the republic.  

 
 
The Ethnic Situation in Azerbaijan Towards the End of the USSR 
 

 
The roots of many of the modern conflicts and problems on 

ethnic grounds in Azerbaijan lie in the distant past when, at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, the Russian Empire conquered 
the South Caucasus and began pursuing a policy of reshaping the 
region’s existing ethnic-religious situation.  This concerned 
Azerbaijan most of all where, according to official Russian statistics 
of 1807, Azerbaijanis (or Azeris), along with Kurds, Tats, Talyshs 
and other Muslim peoples made up the overwhelming majority of 
Azerbaijan’s 560,000 inhabitants (1). Such a demographic situation 
did not suit the authorities of the Russian Empire and the decision 
was made to deport the Muslim peoples and settle Christians in their 
place.  

As a result of the colonial policy of the Russian Empire, 
significant demographic changes occurred in Azerbaijan.  During the 
period 1805-1916, over a million people were settled in the country: 
525,000 Armenians; 250,000 Russians; and over 150,000 Germans, 
Greeks, Poles, Ukrainians and other Christian peoples (3).  
Considering the emigration of the Azerbaijani population, it is quite 
clear that such ethno-demographic changes could not but be the 
foundation for the appearance of ethnic conflict. This issue became 
particularly pointed in Karabakh and the industrial centres such as 
Baku and Ganja, then the primary areas of colonial settlements.  As 



the majority of these settlers were Armenians, specifically with them 
did the local populations find themselves in conflict during 1905-
1906 and 1918-1920, resulting in bloody confrontations. 

After the Soviets came to power in Azerbaijan, the 
Communists managed to put an end to the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
stand-off.  In Karabakh, they established a new administrative 
formation – the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO) – 
where Armenians constituted the majority.  At the same time, due to 
urban growth and industrial development, mainly in the oil industry, 
the inflow of Russians to Azerbaijan kept rising.  By 1939, the 
number of Russians in Azerbaijan reached its peak of 528,000 people 
(or 16.5% of the country’s population).  Twenty years later this 
number would remain almost unchanged: according to the 1959 
census, 501,000 Russians were living in Azerbaijan, only now they 
constituted 13.6% of the population. 

From the 1960s to the 1980s however, different trends began 
to take shape: Russians started leaving Azerbaijan.  As result, the last 
Soviet census in 1989 registered just over 392,300 Russians (5.6% of 
the country’s population), 295,500 of whom resided in Baku (2). 

Similar trends in population decline were observed in the 
ethnic populations that had previously settled in Azerbaijan, this 
being particularly visible in regards to Armenians. By 1989, only 
390,500 Armenians (5.6% of the population) were registered in 
Azerbaijan compared to 475,000 in 1979.  The majority of these 
Armenians resided in the NKAO (145,500) and in the capital 
(179,900).  

All these changes occurred against the background of a 
constant increase in the local population, primarily amongst 
Azerbaijanis.  As a result, the last Soviet census in 1989 registered 
people from 112 different nationalities and minor ethnic groups, with 
a total population of 7,021,000.  Azerbaijanis accounted for 
5,805,000 of this total (83% of the country’s population), the definite 
majority within the country.  

 
 
 
 
 



      
Ethno-demographic Changes after the Fall of the USSR 

 
The conflict with Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh, and the 

fall of the USSR triggered in the late 1980s-early 1990s a mass 
population migration with ethnic characteristics.  On the one hand, 
nearly 330,000 Armenians fled from Azerbaijan to Armenia, Russia 
and other countries. Some of them, however, returned to Nagorno-
Karabakh in time.  Simultaneously, starting in 1989, approximately 
170,000 Russians left Azerbaijan along with 15,000 Ukrainians and 
3,000 Byelorussians. A considerable number of people from other 
ethnic groups left the country as well.  For example, 31,000 Jews left 
for Israel during 1989-1999 or nearly 88% of the Jews officially 
registered in the republic by the 1989 census.  In total, nearly 
600,000 citizens of non-indigenous ethnicities left Azerbaijan during 
1989-2002, the majority being of Christian denomination, that had 
settled in the country during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
(3). On the other hand, around 200,000 Azerbaijanis and 18,000 
Kurds arrived in Azerbaijan having been driven out of Armenia 
along with up to 50,000 Meskhetian Turks from Uzbekistan.  

The war with Armenia, deployment of the Russian troops to 
Baku in 1990, internal political instability, and economic crisis in 
Azerbaijan in the late 1980s and the early 1990s all significantly 
contributed to the exodus of Russians from the republic.  However, 
besides political and economic reasons, there were other factors 
which caused such an outflow of Russians and the Russian-speaking 
population from Azerbaijan.  After the collapse of the USSR, the 
Russian minority lost its status as the foremost nationality and its 
coinciding privileged position, as the Azerbaijani language became 
the official language and its sphere of use expanded.  After all, 
during Soviet times, Russians and the Russian-speaking population 
(including Azerbaijanis who did not know their native language) 
could build a successful management or scientific career for 
themselves in Azerbaijan without knowing the Azerbaijani language 
(4).  Now Russians faced serious problems, as the overwhelming 
majority of them did not know Azerbaijani, something that could not 
go unnoticed by the leaders in Azerbaijan (5). 



To acquire a more realistic picture of the demographic 
changes that had taken place in the country, the Azerbaijani 
authorities conducted a census from 27 January to 3 February 1999.  
The census results showed that the country’s population totalled 
7,953,400 people, 7,205,500 or 90.6% of  whom were ethnic 
Azerbaijanis.  It was obvious that in the ten years since the last 
census in 1989, the number of Azerbaijanis in the country had 
increased by almost 8% and their numbers had become even more 
predominant.  

The 1999 census showed that the number of Russians in 
Azerbaijan had decreased threefold over these ten years – their 
population now totalling 141,700, or only 1.8% of the country’s 
population.  It is true despite this that Russians, as they did in the 
past, still play a significant role in Azerbaijan today.  However, there 
are also some alarming factors: there is a significant gender 
imbalance in the local Russian community.  Men make up only 37% 
of the Russian population, whereas women comprise 63%.  Russians 
of the older generations form the definite majority – the average age 
of the Russian population is 41, while that of the other ethnic groups 
in Azerbaijan ranges between 26 and 34. 

  Currently, the overwhelming majority of Russians (95.1%) 
live in the cities, and mainly in Baku (84%).  By their number, they 
constitute the second largest ethnic group in Baku (comprising 6.7% 
of the population of the capital), Ganja (0.9%) and Sumgayit (1.7%). 
Predominantly, they are highly qualified engineers and technical 
specialists, and bureaucrats, employed in governmental, scientific 
and educational institutions.  This is explained by the fact that 
Russians have some of the highest numbers (6%) of specialists with 
higher education in the country.  Therefore, as in the past, the 
“Russian factor” is expected to play a significant role in the social 
life of Azerbaijan into the foreseeable future (6).  In many aspects 
this is also connected with the significant role of Russian language 
and culture in modern Azerbaijan.  

However the role of Russian community in the political life 
of independent Azerbaijan is very weak.  There are some social 
organizations (the Russian community “Sodrujestvo” 
(Commonwealth), the Center of Slavic Culture, the Friendly 
Association of Cossacks), certain Russians are members of one or 



another political party (in overwhelming majority of the ruling party 
“Yeni Azerbaijan”), but their activity, and more importantly their 
influence on political life in the republic is extremely low.  
Undoubtedly, the social-political standing of Russians in the republic 
is greatly impacted by the bilateral problems between Russia and 
Azerbaijan.  The role of Russia in the Karabakh conflict and the 
prosecution of Azerbaijanis in Russia itself have caused and continue 
to cause feelings of discomfort and uncertainty for the future 
amongst Russians living in Azerbaijan. Extreme anxiety amongst the 
Russian community is further caused by threats issued from time to 
time by the Russian authorities to bring in visa regulations for 
Azerbaijan.  

The prevalence of the other Slavic group in Azerbaijan, the 
Ukrainians, is rather insignificant.  29,000 Ukrainians were living in 
Azerbaijan at the time of the 1999 census. Practically all of them live 
in the capital, with only a very insignificant number residing in 
Sumgayit and other cities and regions of the country.  However, it 
must be mentioned that during the Soviet period the majority of 
Ukrainians identified themselves with Russians and Russian culture.  
But now they have begun to give preference to Ukrainian self-
identification, which in many respects is connected with political 
processes. The friendly nature of the Azerbaijani-Ukrainian	
government relations, the close interaction of both states within the 
realm of GUAM, have created comfortable enough conditions for 
residing of Azerbaijanis living in Ukraine, and similarly for 
Ukrainians living in Azerbaijan.  As a result, though the 
overwhelming majority of Russian officers who had been deployed 
to Azerbaijan by the Soviet Army preferred to leave the republic, 
many Ukrainian officers remained in Azerbaijan and helped to form 
the Azerbaijan army (7).   

The Karabakh conflict took by far its strongest toll on the 
Armenian community of Azerbaijan.  However, it is quite 
inconceivable how a census could have been conducted and the exact 
number of Armenians determined with violent conflict ongoing in 
the country. For quite a long time, the official Azerbaijani authorities 
claimed that no less than 30,000 Armenians resided in Azerbaijan 
outside of the conflict zone and the Armenian occupied territories 
(8). The 1999 census demonstrated that, ten years after the start of 



conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh, almost 121,000 Armenians were 
living in Azerbaijan.  A more careful analysis of the statistical data 
by region from the census however, shows that more than 120,000 
Armenians were living in Nagorno-Karabakh and other occupied 
territories of Azerbaijan.  But this figure is obviously bias.  
According to Armenian statistics, the results of a census carried out 
in October 2005, these days officially 138,000 people live in 
Nagorno-Karabakh (9).  However, according to data from 
independent researchers, in fact the number of Armenians living in 
Nagorno-Karabakh is more like 60-80,000 (10).  Outside of 
Nagorno-Karabakh and the Armenian occupied territories, the 1999 
census registered 645 Armenians, the majority of whom (378 people) 
live in Baku, with the rest living in rural villages.  In fact, the real 
number of Armenians in Azerbaijan living outside of Nagorno-
Karabakh and the occupied territories should be a little bigger – 
perhaps 3-5,000 – as many of them have changed their last names 
and were therefore neglected by the census (11). 

Against a background of declining populations of Armenians 
and Russians in post-Soviet Azerbaijan, other national minorities - 
Lezgins, Talyshs and Kurds – both in terms of their numbers and of 
their influence, moved into more predominant positions in the 
country.  They are culturally close to Azerbaijanis, are Muslims, and 
use the Azerbaijani language widely in their daily life, which is for 
many even their native tongue.  At the same time, Lezgins, Talyshs 
and Kurds are of great enough numbers that they possess their own 
ethnic consciousness.   

The Caucasian-speaking Lezgins play the leading role in this 
group.  They live mainly in the northeast of Azerbaijan, in the basin 
of the Samur River, as well as on the eastern slopes of the Greater 
Caucasus Range.  Right before the breakdown of the USSR, the 
Lezgins were the fourth biggest ethnic group in Azerbaijan after the 
Azerbaijanis, Russians and Armenians: in 1989, their numbers 
totalled 171,400 or 2.4% of the country’s population. These figures 
were constantly disputed by the leaders of the Lezgin nationalist 
movement (“Sadval” in the Russian Federation and “Samur” in 
Azerbaijan), who suggested numbers from 600,000 up to 2,000,000 
(12). However, the 1999 census showed that neither the Lezgin 
population nor their percentage ratio had changed significantly: the 



census registered 178,000 Lezgins comprising 2.2% of the country’s 
total population.  It is unlikely, however, that these statistics 
accurately reflect the actual numbers of the Lezgin population. 
Ethnographic research conducted by the Institute of Peace and 
Democracy in the north-eastern regions of the country during 1994-
1998 showed that the number of Lezgins in Azerbaijan in fact ranges 
between  250-260,000 people.  One way or another, the Lezgins, 
according to the 1999 census data, have become the second largest 
ethnic group in today’s Azerbaijan.  The majority of Lezgins (41.2%) 
live in Gusar region, where they constitute the absolute majority of 
the local population.  In addition to that, 14.7% live in the capital, 
with as many living in Hachmaz region.  There are also notable 
populations in Ismail, Guba, Gabala, Geychay regions.  On the 
whole, the majority (63.3%) of Lezgins live in rural regions of the 
country.  

The far west of Azerbaijan had traditionally been populated 
by Iranian-speaking Kurds. According to the 1989 census, there were 
12,200 of them there.  The Karabakh conflict brought extraordinary 
changes to their lives: during 1988-1990 about 18,000 Muslim Kurds 
were deported from Armenia along with the Azerbaijanis, and they 
resettled mainly among their blood brothers in the Lachin, Kelbadjar, 
Gubadly and Zangelan districts.  In 1992-1993, all of these districts 
were occupied by the Armenian army, turning the Kurds into forced 
migrants.  Some of the Kurds who had fled from Armenia in 1988-
1989 left the country in the early 1990s and resettled in the North 
Caucasus.  The rest of them mainly settled in Agjabedi region of 
Azerbaijan.  According to the 1999 census, the total population of 
Kurds in Azerbaijan at the time was 13,100 people.  The leaders of 
Kurdish movements have stated that, in fact, there are more than 
200,000 Kurds living in Azerbaijan (14).  However, according to 
several expert estimates, their total population is probably in the 
range of 50-60,000 people (15).  

The Iranian speaking Talyshs are settled in the south-eastern 
part of Azerbaijan, mainly in  Lenkoran, Yardimly, and Astara, as 
well as Masally and Lerik regions.  They didn’t always appear in the 
Soviet censuses.  As it were, in 1926 the registered Talysh 
population totalled 77,300 people (3.3% of Azerbaijan’s population), 
while by the 1939 census, their numbers had increased to 87,500.  



However, 20 years later, in 1959, there were only 100 officially 
registered Talyshs.  In 1970 and 1979, they simply disappeared from 
the list of Soviet ethnicities. They were assumed to have fully 
assimilated with Azerbaijanis (16). However, the Talyshs emerged 
again during the census of 1989, their numbers being 21,200, or 
0.3% of the country’s total population.  Significant changes have 
occurred in Talysh self-consciousness over the last 10 years, as have 
significant socio-political changes in the republic, and as a result, in 
the 1999 census, 76,800 Talyshs were registered (1% of the 
country’s population) in the republic.  This figure is obviously 
underestimated.  According to data from activists in the Talysh 
movement, there are between 1.5 to 2 million Talyshs living in the 
country. While according to the expert data of the author, there are at 
least 200-250,000 Talyshs in Azerbaijan. Overwhelmingly, they are 
rural residents (97.4%).  

The following group is comprised of national minorities of 
Azerbaijan, whose relative influence and role are not leading ones 
within the republic. Principle of these are the national minorities who 
belong to the Dagestani group of peoples -	Avars	(51,000 people or 
0.6 % of the population of the country), Tsakhurs	(16,000 people or 
0,2 % of the population of the country), as well as smaller amounts 
of	Rutuls, Khynalyqs, Buduqs, Kryzs and Udins.		They live primarily 
in the north of the country.  

A special group is made up of the Akhiska Turks or 
Meskhetian Turks, related to the Azerbaijanis in culture and 
language, who were deported by Stalin’s decree from their traditional 
lands in Georgia to Central Asia.  They started to appear in 
Azerbaijan in 1958. According to the 1999 census 43,000 Turks live 
in Azerbaijan, mainly in the southern part of the country.  But 
according to the organization of Turks “Vatan”, there are over 
100,000 Turks living in Azerbaijan. They have been categorized into 
two groups: those citizens registered as “Turks” or “Azerbaijanis”; 
and refugees (18). 

Finally, it is necessary to note two nations, whose relative 
size within the ethnic palette of Azerbaijan are extremely small, but 
which become of interest while studying the problem of stability in 
the republic and mutual relations with neighboring countries.  They 
are	 Ingiloys	 and	Tats.	 The	 former live in northwestern Azerbaijan 



along the border with Georgia, and can be subdivided by belief into 
Muslims and Christians. The origin of these people is still unclear.  
But today,	 Muslim	 Ingiloys	 consider themselves Azerbaijanis, and 
the Christians, Georgians.	The problem is that in the censuses the 
majority of them were registered or registered themselves as 
Azerbaijanis, with the minority being Georgians. According to the 
1999 census, Azerbaijan is home to around 15,000 Ingiloy 
Christians.	 	 Georgia is not indifferent to their destiny and status, 
something that has a considerable effect on modern Azerbaijani-
Georgian relations.  

The natural homeland of the Iranian-speaking Tats is located 
in the east of Azerbaijan. The majority of them adopted Islam and 
nowadays the Muslim Tats constitute the majority of the population 
in the villages of the Absheron peninsula around Baku (33 of the 40 
villages of the peninsula are Tat) as well as in many villages in 
north-east Azerbaijan.  The overwhelming majority of Tats 
considered themselves to be Azerbaijanis and are devout Muslims.  It 
is no coincidence that a large part of the Islamic Party of Azerbaijan 
is comprised of Tats.   

The second group of Tats is comprised of those who adopted 
ancient Judaism, and who have come to be referred to as the 
“Mountain Jews”.  Primarily they live in northeast of the country, as 
well as in the capital. Today they mainly identify themselves with the 
Jews.  The census of 1999 registered approximately 9,000 Jews. 
True, leaders of the Jewish communities do not agree with this 
figure, but their own data is rather inconsistent: from 16,000 to 
60,000, the majority of whom are Mountain Jews (19).  Their destiny 
is under the constant attention of Israel who provides all kinds of 
assistance to them.  
 
 
 Interethnic Relations in Present-day Azerbaijan 

 
Before the breakdown of the USSR, interethnic relations in 

Azerbaijan had not been overshadowed by any serious 
confrontations.  Even the Azerbaijanis – the indigenous people of 
Azerbaijan – did not identify themselves as the titular ethnicity.  The 
process of forming the so called “Soviet People” was well underway, 



which in fact represented nothing more than the Russification of the 
USSR.  As a result, in all of the former Soviet republics there 
appeared a large amount of “Russian speakers”. 

Of course, smaller ethnic groups suffered the most from 
these policies as they were simply associated with larger kindred 
ethnicities or titular nations.  As a result of such policies, many 
smaller ethnic groups from the Caucasian group (Kryzs, Rutuls, 
Buduqs, Udins and Khynalyqs) were numbered among the Lezgins.  
And in turn, many Lezgins were considered “Azerbaijanis”. 
Simultaneously, the process of “internationalization’’ (i.e. 
Russification) of titular nations was underway.  Therefore, the 
Azerbaijanis suffered from these policies not much less than the 
other ethnicities in the republic.  Formally, the Russians were the 
second largest ethnic group or titular people in Azerbaijan, as they 
were in many other Soviet republics.  

For this reason, when the new Soviet leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev declared the beginning of “Perestroika” in 1985, the most 
serious issue in the USSR was in regards to the nationalities, and not 
political or economic problems. In Azerbaijan this was a period of 
rapid growth of ethnic self-identification. There were many reasons 
why these issues were foremost in the minds of Azerbaijanis at that 
time.  The Karabakh conflict took this process to a higher level 
altogether. Not only was a conflict with a different ethnic group (the 
Armenians) imposed on the Azerbaijanis, but they also 
simultaneously gained a strong incentive for the restoration of their 
national identity. This process was particularly intensive among the 
“Russian-speaking” Azerbaijanis, who made an effort to return to 
their ethnic roots.  However, growing violence and more fierce 
character of the Karabakh conflict with the Armenians, and 
especially the influx of tens of thousands of refugees from Armenia 
into the country, and specifically its capital, rapidly transformed the 
situation.  After all, the majority of the refugees were rural residents 
which, at the end of the 1980s and at the beginning of the 1990s, 
created an antagonistic and uncomfortable environment for Russian-
speaking Azerbaijanis.  Many of them chose to leave for Russia.  

The situation was further intensified with coming into power 
of the national-democratic movement in May 1992.  Democrats by 
their creed, but inexperienced in interethnic issues, and not 



recognizing all of their intricacies, the movement’s leaders created a 
mass of problems in a short amount of time which, the effects of 
which can still be felt today. The policy of accelerated 
rapprochement with Turkey, and Pan-Turkic slogans (“Only a Turk 
can be friends with a Turk!” etc.) only served to scare off ethnic 
minorities from the republic’s first national-democratic government, 
not to mention the “Russian-speaking” Azerbaijanis, many of whom 
initially supported the national-democratic movement.  

In this respect, a very negative role was played by the 
adoption of the law “On Language”, by the Milli Mejlis (the 
Parliament) of Azerbaijan on 26 December 1992, in accordance with 
which the Azerbaijani language was renamed as “Turkic”, 
automatically turning all Azerbaijanis into “Turks”. Formally, the 
leaders of the national front were right – up until 1936 both the 
language and the nation bore this title.  However, over the past 50 
years, very serious changes had taken place in the lives of the 
Azerbaijani people – and the emerging new generation of people 
now identified themselves as “Azerbaijanis”.  Even more important 
however was that the Law was very unclear in defining such a 
sensitive issue as: does the term “Azerbaijani” imply being an ethnic 
Azerbaijani (or Azeri) or does it apply to all inhabitants of 
Azerbaijan (20)?  After all, up until then a significant part of the 
Muslim peoples of Azerbaijan, including Tats, Talyshs, Kurds and 
Lezgins, and especially those who lived in regions with an 
Azerbaijani ethnic predominance, had always considered themselves 
to be “Azerbaijanis” and had been registered as such in all the Soviet 
censuses.  The law caused a radical change in the existing situation.  
What it did was to draw a line between the titular/native ethnicity, 
whose name had been changed to “Turks”, but remained at the same 
time “Azerbaijanis”, from the many Muslim ethnicities of the 
republic.  Thus, not understanding it themselves, by adopting the 
Law on Language, the Azerbaijani national movement leaders 
unintentionally promoted an upsurge of ethnic self-identification 
among national minorities.  As a result, the very slow process of 
emerging self-identification among national minorities in Azerbaijan 
took a powerful surge with the adoption of the Law on Language.  It 
was as if they had pointed out the actual place of minorities in the 
country.  



Consequently, all other measures taken by the government 
failed to have any effect on ethnic minorities.  In fact, even earlier, 
on 16 September 1992, the president issued a decree on the 
“Protection of Rights and Freedoms” and on “State Support for the 
Development of Languages and Cultures of the National Minorities 
and Ethnic Groups of Azerbaijan”. Rather democratic in its contents 
and implications, this document continued to be overshadowed by 
the controversial Law on Language.  It was clear that the Law on 
Language had been passed too swiftly and had not been well thought 
out.  In fact, the National-democrats split the public into supporters 
and opponents of the law. Similarly, the PFA government’s rather 
important 1992 decision on shifting from the Cyrillic alphabet to the 
Latin caused a rather controversial public reaction, perceived by 
national minorities as a political decision aimed at the further 
integration of Azerbaijan into Turkey.  

All these events took place against the backdrop of 
continuing war with Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh and rising 
tensions between the Azerbaijani government and Russia and Iran. 
Therefore, alongside the emigration of the Russian population from 
the country, was the establishing by national minorities of 
organizations to retain their cultural and ethnic identity. Soon 
afterwards the first ethnic parties emerged in Azerbaijan: in 1992 the 
Talysh People’s Party of Azerbaijan and the Lezgin Democratic 
Party of Azerbaijan, and in 1993 - the Kurdish Party of Equality.  In 
their program platforms they did not at all hide their uncooperative 
attitudes towards national policy of Abulfaz Elchibey’s government 
and the “cultivation of Turkism	in Azerbaijan” (21).  

  The so-called “split ethnicities” – Lezgins and Talyshs – 
were particularly active in Azerbaijan at that time. These indigenous 
peoples who, due to various historical circumstances, had been split 
into two parts across Russia and Azerbaijan (Lezgins) or Iran and 
Azerbaijan (Talyshs) found themselves in opposition to the National-
Democratic movement of Azerbaijan. The fact that these ethnic 
movements found strong support in Russia and Iran also played its 
own role. An explicitly anti-Azerbaijani separatist organization 
“Sadval” was established in Russia, which aimed at the 
establishment of a Lezgistani state to be located on Azerbaijani 



territory.  The Talysh found their support base in Iran, although they 
also had notable support in Russia. 

In 1992-1993, with open support from the Russian 
authorities, “Sadval” activists tried numerous times to organize 
rallies in the north of Azerbaijan, in places with a high concentration 
of Lezgins.  A military wing was created within “Sadval”, which 
several times organized provocations in regions of Azerbaijan along 
the border with Russia.  Naturally, all of this very soon led to rising 
tensions in the region, and even to sharp statements by the 
Azerbaijani Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan directed at the 
Russian authorities (22).  “Sadval’s” activities were also supported 
by Armenia, who was at war with Azerbaijan.  During 1992-1995 the 
Azerbaijani special services uncovered several concrete facts 
detailing cooperation between “Sadval” and the special services of 
Armenia.  “Sadval” insurgents underwent training in Armenia and 
received weapons for their operations.  It is remarkable that the 
leaders of “Sadval” did not even consider it necessary to conceal this 
(23). Consequently, Lezgin separatists carried out attacks against 
border guards and members of the law enforcement bodies of 
Azerbaijan. In response, several “Sadval” activists were arrested in 
Azerbaijan (24).  

During 1992-1993, the “Kurdish question” also appeared on 
the political scene, upon the instigation of the Armenians.  However, 
this undertaking failed to find any considerable support in Azerbaijan 
as the Muslim Kurds had been expelled from their lands in Armenia 
during 1988-1993 and bore negative feelings towards the Armenians.  
The Armenians attempts to establish an Armenian controlled 
autonomous “Republic of Kurdistan” on the occupied territories of 
Azerbaijan regularly failed as the Kurd-Yezids residing in Armenia 
were reluctant to get on board with this scheme (25).  Yet a 
significant proportion of the Muslim Kurds in Azerbaijan were not 
particularly excited by the pro-Turkish actions of the PFA leadership, 
which clearly raised separatist inclinations among them. 

In the summer of 1993, when the country was on the verge 
of civil war, the greatest threat to the security of the country sprung 
up in the south, in places of dense Talysh population.  Here in 
August 1993, Aliakram Humbatov became the leader of the Talysh 
movement, managed to subordinate to himself the ranks of the 



Azerbaijani army deployed in the region as well as the 
administration, and declared the establishment of the Talysh-Mugan 
Autonomous Republic (TMAR)	within the framework of Azerbaijan, 
but with its own symbols and armed forces.  He declared himself 
president of this self-proclaimed autonomous formation. 

However, strictly speaking, Humbatov's speeches could 
hardly be qualified as separatist or, most importantly, as having an 
ethnic slant.  In 1989-1990, he was himself one of the founders of the 
PFA	and fought actively against the communist authorities.  He was 
the first in Azerbaijan to, in January 1990, abolish Soviet authority in 
Lenkoran region and he struggled for the independence of 
Azerbaijan.  Moreover, during this period he sincerely considered 
himself to be Azerbaijani by nationality and frequently declared it 
with pride.  His speeches had a political character, and have been 
credited in the coming to power of the pro-Russian forces led by ex-
president Ayaz Mutalibov.  Not by mistake did he name his 
“republic” not only on ethnic (Talysh), but also regional (Mugan) 
grounds so as	 to avoid charges of ethno-separatism.  At the same 
time neither he nor his supporters ever declared their intentions to 
separate the south of the country from Azerbaijan.  That is why on 
the temporarily out-of-control territories, no confrontation of any 
kind was observed between Azerbaijanis and the Talyshs (26).  
Moreover, when Heydar Aliyev came to power in the summer of 
1993 and addressed the population of this region with an appeal to 
come out against Humbatov and his supporters, the local population, 
including many Talyshs, supported the central authorities.  As a 
result, Humbatov could find support neither among Talyshs nor 
Azerbaijanis and his movement was easily suppressed, and he and 
his supporters were arrested and condemned to long prison 
sentences. Humbatov himself	was sentenced to death, a charge which 
was later commuted to life imprisonment.  Both the Talysh and 
Lezgin parties were banned.     

At the same time, the law enforcement bodies of Azerbaijan 
conducted arrests among activists of the Lezgin organization 
“Sadval”.  In response, “Sadval” strengthened its subversive activity 
in Azerbaijan.  By far the most well known action by “Sadval” in 
Azerbaijan was the terrorist act in the Baku subway on 19 March 
1994, as a result of which 14 people died and 49 were wounded.  



Later the Azerbaijan special services arrested 12 “Sadval” activists 
who officially admitted to their participation in this act of terrorism.  
In the spring 1996 all of them were sentenced to various terms of the 
imprisonment (27).  

At the same time the situation changed in Russia as well, 
where the authorities realized the danger of Lezgin nationalism to the 
stability in Dagestan with its multi-ethnic population and own set of 
internal contradictions. The newly erupted war in Chechnya also 
played a role. In these conditions, Russian-Azerbaijani bi-lateral 
relations noticeably improved, which had a great effect on the 
activity of “Sadval”.  Its leader Ruslan Ashuraliyev declared in 1996 
that “the idea of establishment of a Lezgistan state is being 
postponed for the foreseeable future” and “Sadval” was now 
advocating for the creation of a free economic zone in the area of 
dense Lezgin population in Azerbaijan and Russia (28). 

Several other measures taken by the Azerbaijani government 
likewise contributed the improving of the situation of interethnic 
relations in Azerbaijan.  Thus, in the fall of 1994, Heydar Aliyev 
initiated public discussions on the changing of the language and in the 
end the 1992 Law on Language was repealed and the titular people 
and their language once again became known as “Azerbaijani”.  In 
accordance with the results of this process, a referendum was held in 
November 1995 on the adoption of a new constitution for the country, 
which came into force on 27 November 1995.  As a result the 
Azerbaijani language became the country’s official language once 
again.  

Other measures were also taken aiming towards inter-ethnic 
stabilization: religious institutions representing all faiths in 
Azerbaijan were reopened in areas of compact minority settlements; 
native languages were introduced into elementary school curricula; 
and text books, newspapers, magazines and other printed 
publications were released in minority languages.  

Following Azerbaijan’s admission to the Council of Europe 
(CoE) in January 2001, closer attention began to be paid to minority 
issues.  Even before entering the CoE, on 16 June 2000, Azerbaijan 
adopted the Framework Convention of the Council of Europe on the 
Protection of National Minorities and agreed to adopt, after 
admission to the Council, another fundamental convention on 



minority rights – the European Charter on Regional and Minority 
Languages.  

 
 
Alarming Perspectives 

 
After the admission of Azerbaijan into the CoE in January 

2001, and the strengthening of the central authority in the republic, 
the ethno-linguistic situation undoubtedly, made a noticeable 
improvement. However, there are problems and some disturbing 
developments. Stability in the country is very unsteady and is based 
on authoritative-repressive methods which have been established in 
the country. The majority of national minorities live in the provinces, 
and there the process of democratization is only taking its very first 
steps, and authority of local executive powers is unlimited, as it was 
in the days of the USSR. 

The government has yet to elaborate a clear and precisely 
defined concept of ethnic policy, but rather, tries to avoid solving the 
problematic issues by postponing them while the socio-economic 
situation in the country continues to decline.  

The process of the revival of the ethnic consciousness of 
national minorities is only at its initial stage. The government’s 
inaction in addressing the significant minority and interethnic issues 
may have some serious consequences. Problems with the Talyshs 
and Lezgins could easily re-emerge, as the process of national 
revival among these ethnicities is on the rise. These ethnic groups 
have their own native territories and maintain connections with their 
fellow countrymen in Russia and Iran. This is especially true if the 
police brutality is considered, which now takes place in regards to 
activists of the Lezgin and Talysh	movements in the regions where 
their populations are tightly concentrated.  

The “Kurdish question” remains a potentially explosive 
issue.  If in the beginning of the 1990’s the “Kurdish factor” was 
used mainly by external powers (Armenians), in second half of 
decade the situation has fundamentally changed.  Now the “Kurdish 
theme” has became a much discussed one inside of the republic, 
especially in mutual relations between the authorities and the 
opposition. This is partly connected with the arrival of more than 500 



Kurdish families to the western regions of Azerbaijan from Turkey in 
September 1996.  Soon after, ties between the immigrant families 
and notorious terrorist organization of Kurdish militants from the 
Kurdish Labor Party (PKK) were revealed. After that, the local media, 
especially the opposition media, often published articles on the 
connections of the authorities with Kurdish militants from the PKK.  
In the fall of 1998, during presidential elections in Azerbaijan, a 
political scandal broke out when one of the presidential candidates, 
Ashraf Mehtiyev publicly declared that Heydar Aliev’s support of the 
PKK terrorists could be explained by the fact that the latter is a Kurd 
by nationality.  Following Mehtiyev’s example, these accusations 
directed at Heydar Aliyev were repeated by the ex-president and PFA 
leader Abulfaz Elchibey. Initially the authorities reacted violently to 
this, and even initiated criminal proceedings against Elchibey, 
however in January 1999, they unexpectedly closed the case and 
pretended that nothing had happened whatsoever (29). Yet over the 
following years the “Kurdish theme” continued to remain a very 
popular theme in the Azerbaijani media, especially in the opposition 
press. Azerbaijani Kurds were very often associated with the PKK in 
these articles. In some cases, even the number of Kurdish MPs in 
parliament was counted and their relative danger to the state of 
Azerbaijan was calculated (30).  

Certainly, this attitude towards national minorities is the 
result of, in many respects, the Karabakh conflict, as a result of 
which the titular Azerbaijani nation acquired a suspicious attitude 
towards the activity of activists from national minorities.  As a result, 
quite an ambiguous situation has emerged in Azerbaijan.  On the one 
hand, authorities declare their tolerant attitude to the rights of 
national minorities, to their desire to preserve and develop their 
culture, and to be able to protect their interests.  But on the other, as 
soon as representatives of national minorities try to start discussing 
these issues, they are at once labeled as separatists.  All it took was 
for a Talysh representative Fakhraddin Abbaszade	to	go to Armenia 
in July 2005 to participate in an ordinary scientific conference on 
problems of his people, for the Azerbaijani media to convict him of 
all imaginable and unimaginable sins.  In August 2005, when 
representatives of the Jewish community of the republic timidly 
asked President Ilham Aliyev to allow representatives of their 



community to the parliament, and also to create a Public Chamber of 
National Minorities in parliament, it was met with negative reaction 
and even regarded as manifestation of separatism (31). 
 
 
Summary 

 
The following conclusions can then be drawn, considering 

all of the aforementioned. On the one hand, during the post-Soviet 
period some objective processes took place in Azerbaijan: as a result 
of establishment of a national state, the Azerbaijanis became the 
actual titular nation of the country, while Baku  turned into a 
cosmopolitan city, and will develop to become a truly national 
capital.  

At the same time, after all ethno-migratory and demographic 
changes during the post-Soviet period, Azerbaijan remains multi-
ethnic and multi-religious country. National minorities living in 
Azerbaijan have adapted differently to the changes in the republic 
and in their lives. Some have reacted sharply and still live in 
discomfort. This reaction is connected with the Russian-speaking 
population most evidently. Others, mainly those who practice Islam 
and are closely connected with the culture, life and language of the 
titular nation, are deeply integrated into Azerbaijani society and 
consequently, the process of adapting to the new situation in the 
republic was relatively painless. At the same time, much has 
depended, and will continue to depend on the further development of 
the process of ethnic consciousness. But it cannot be said that the 
multinational character of Azerbaijan and ongoing processes of 
revival of ethnic self-identification among its nations should become 
serious threat to the integrity and independence of the country. The 
definite majority comprised by Azerbaijanis has continued increase, 
and in 1999 reached 90 percent. If Armenian separatism is put aside, 
which in reality is of a more interstate character, separatist 
inclinations and even movements, should not lead to the 
disintegration of Azerbaijan. 

However, all of this is not to say that interethnic relations in 
the republic are favorable. In fact, this problem remains, as in the 
past, a very serious one for Azerbaijan.  In the process of integrating 



the country into international structures and the democratization of 
society, the question of the expansion of the rights of national 
minorities cannot be avoided. Continuing to ignore the necessity of a 
democratic solution to this problem, with a level of external 
involvement, could lead to serious consequences.  

In these conditions, much will depend on the form of rule in 
the near future. An authoritarian, un-democratic style of rule and 
police repression is only capable of stopping the activity of national 
minorities for a while, sooner or later this will lead to the outbreak of 
interethnic confrontations. The alternative to this can only be the 
construction of democratic republic, where the rights of national 
minorities will be guaranteed not just on paper, but in practice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 7 
 

Political Institutions: Declaration and Reality 
 

 
Azerbaijan was one of the first post Soviet countries to 

declare resolute severance with its communist past, to liquidate 
Soviet military bases from its territory, and to declare the necessity 
of the full dismantling of the Soviet political system and the creation 
of politically stable and economically prosperous democratic state. 
How did this complex process of “democratic transition” in the 
country and society during the period of independence come to pass?  
How did the problems that emerged along the way affect the society?  
What changes did they result in?  And could Azerbaijan use,” as 
suggested by many researchers, this “window of opportunity for the 
construction of a secular, democratic, and lawful state? 

 
 
The Legislature 



 
 

The history of domestic parliamentarianism originates from 
1918-1920, during the existence of the first independent Azerbaijani 
state in the XX century which was a parliamentary republic. The 
Azerbaijan parliament during that period was relatively democratic 
and independent from the influence of any particular party. For 
example, as a result of a vote of non confidence, at the beginning of 
1919 the government of the republic submitted its resignation.  

During Soviet times the legislature was an obedient body of 
the executive authority and supported the communist party. Not at all 
uncoincidentally, the national-liberation movement in Azerbaijan, 
which was launched in 1988 in connection with the Karabakh 
conflict and “perestroika” which was being undertaken during this 
period in the USSR, tried to achieve reforms primarily in the 
legislative system. At the end of 1990, the last elections to the 
Supreme Soviet (SS) took place in Azerbaijan. These elections were 
certainly not democratic, as they took place under a state of 
emergency imposed in early 1990, while the conduction of election 
campaigns and rallies was banned. Undoubtedly, falsification of 
voting results also took place.  But these elections were not fictitious, 
as they had been before, during the Soviet period, and as they would 
be later, after 1993 when there would be a private quota instituted as 
to the number of supporters and members of the party in power, on 
the one hand, and on the part of the society, on the other.  During the 
elections of 1990 in Azerbaijan, for the first time since the elections 
in 1918-1920, there was a real struggle for voters support and, as a 
result, representatives of the democratic opposition gained 10 % of 
the seats in parliament (31 out of 349 seats) (1).  As a result of the 
vigorous activity of this small group of people, the parliament very 
soon became a place of sharp political debate and many democratic 
acts were adopted.  They included “The Constitutional Act on State 
Independence” of Azerbaijan on 18 October 1991, when a crisis of 
authority emerged in the republic, and on 26 October 1991 the SS 
was compelled to make a decision conceding part of its powers to the 
National Council (in Azerbaijani Milli Shura, which was slightly      
renamed later as the National Assembly or Milli Mejlis in 
Azerbaijani -A.Y.). The new legislature was comprised of 50 



persons, 25 being from pro-governmental forces and 25 in 
opposition. It was considered to be a temporary structure during the 
preparation for mid-term elections of a new and full parliament 
whose structure would reflect the new proportion of political forces 
in the country (2).  

In practice, this strange, not absolutely clear, and “dwarfish” 
in its amount of members of parliament existed until 1995. Although, 
after the PFA coming to power in June of 1992, the society expected 
that the victorious democrats would conduct elections of a new 
parliament, and by so doing they would construct a uniform 
democratic system of authority and legitimize their rule. However, 
they preferred not to take the risk, but rather to exploit the existing 
Milli   Mejlis, where the supporters of ex-president Ayaz Mutalibov 
appeared to be demoralized and obedient.  As a result of ignoring 
democratic principles – their refusal to carry out parliamentary 
elections and form a legitimate legislature - the PFA leaders would 
pay severely in a year’s time: in June 1993 there was a mutiny of the 
commander of the troops in Karabakh, Surat Huseynov, and it 
appeared that President Abulfaz Elchibey and his PFA government 
could not rely on parliament. Not only ex-communists, but also many 
democratic parliamentarians who preferred to cross over to the party 
of rebels including Heydar Aliyev himself.  

Having then come to power, Heydar Aliyev also decided in 
the beginning not to hold new elections for he was not sure he would 
end up with an obedient parliament.  Only in 1995 did he manage to 
take complete control of the situation in the country.  As a result, on 
12 August 1995, the new election law was adopted and new 
parliamentary elections were scheduled for 12 November. One 
month prior to the parliamentary elections, an event took place which 
showed what kind of authorities would be seen in the future 
parliament: in October, 1995, Neymat Panahly, dismissed adviser to 
the assistant to the president, bearing a grudge against Heydar 
Aliyev, made public a list of future parliamentarians prepared at the 
Presidential Office.  Obviously, the authorities denied the existence of 
such a list, but the elections confirmed reliability of the information 
provided by Panahly. Two months later, on 26 January 1996, the head 
of the Presidential Office, Ramiz Mehtiyev, charged by Heydar 
Aliyev to keep control over the elections, unexpectedly made a 



public statement that the Presidential Office really had prepared the 
list of future parliamentarians. In regards to its preparation the 
executive authorities claimed that “the presence of these 
parliamentarians in parliament will serve to strengthen the statehood 
and progress of the country” (3).  

An analysis of the Milli Mejlis structure carried out at the 
time by independent experts, proved that the parliamentary corps had 
been prepared quite precisely by the Presidential Office. Out of 124 
seats (one seat being reserved for Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh) 
the opposition was allowed to occupy only 8.  The ruling majority 
was subdivided into three groups which were distinguished by their 
degree of loyalty and affinity to the president: 1. Close relatives and 
the closest people from the brothers-in-arms (almost 30 people); 2. 
Activists from the ruling “Yeni Azerbaijan” party (more than 40 
parliamentarians); 3. So-called “independents and non-party 
members” (those from pro-presidential parties, as well as 
representatives from intelligentsia and the general population, 
totaling almost 40 people).  Thus the first group made up the elite of 
the ruling majority, which was selected according to the majority 
system and had the right, according to the Election Law of 1995, to 
maintain their position in the executive authority alongside their 
parliamentary seat.  Under such conditions, the parliamentarians 
from the opposition had no opportunity to render any influence on 
the work of parliament and their presence was only aimed at creating 
a “image of a democratic legislature” necessary for the authorities 
(4).   

To obtain even greater submission from the legislature, the 
executive authority abolished the proportional election system in 
2002 by a referendum. As a result, leaders of the opposition parties 
essentially lost any opportunity to get into parliament, which 
henceforth would become what it was during Soviet Azerbaijan - an 
appendage of the executive authority.  Formally, the parliament 
drafts and approves bills, but only minor ones (laws on residence 
registration, on the struggle against AIDS, veterinary services, etc.).  
In practice, legislative initiatives monopolized by the Presidential 
Office and the Milli Mejlis implicitly and obediently approves any 
law or budget forwarded by that body.  



Under the pressure of the international organizations of which 
Azerbaijan is a member-state (UN, OSCE and СoЕ), the authorities of 
the republic and, accordingly, the Milli Mejlis are compelled to pass 
certain democratic laws or others. This process of pressure by the 
international community has elevated especially after Azerbaijan's 
admission to the Council	of Europe (CoE) in 2001. In fact, Azerbaijan 
did undertake certain obligations: the carrying out of democratic 
reforms in the spheres of the electoral system, the judicial system, 
legal institutions, in the field of freedom of speech, the protection of 
human rights, etc.  In 2004, the Institute of Peace and Democracy 
conducted monitoring of Azerbaijan’s implementation of its 
obligations to the СoЕ.  It appeared that only 4 out of 21 obligations 
have been completely fulfilled, in particular those connected with the 
peaceful settlement of the Karabakh conflict.  As for the obligations 
on establishing a legal civil society with the observance of laws and 
human rights in Azerbaijan, 7 of them remained not fulfilled, 
including the putting on trial of the representatives of law 
enforcement bodies for torture. 10 other obligations (the law on the 
Ombudsman, on Legal Practice, and Public TV, etc.) have been 
fulfilled only formally (5).  

As a result, formally, the legislature in Azerbaijan is 
independent from the executive, and it does not only approve the 
nominations of top officials, but even possesses the right to impeach 
the president.  In practice, the legislature in Azerbaijan is completely 
dependant on the executive authority that the western observers have 
also understood:  “The independence of parliament from the 
executive authority is, at best, minimal” (6).  

As a result, today in Azerbaijan, as it was in Soviet times, 
the population considers that laws are one thing and life - another, 
that democracy is a deception and an illusion in which they naively 
believed after the collapse of the USSR, but now it is high time for 
sobering up. 

 
 
The Executive Authority 
 
 



During the existence of the first independent Azerbaijan state 
in the XX century from 1918-1920, the question was raised on the 
introduction of the presidential form of authority.  However, 
Mammad Amin Rasulzade, the candidate for this position, was 
opposed to this idea, arguing that Azerbaijanis as an eastern nation 
are inclined to the idolization of their leaders, and it could have 
negative consequences for the destiny of democracy in Azerbaijan 
(7).  

In late 1989, the head of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union Mikhail Gorbachev came to the conclusion of introducing the 
presidential form of authority in the country and on 15 March 1990, he 
became the first and the last president of the USSR.  After him, a kind 
of “parade of Presidents” was launched in all allied Soviet Republics.  

Azerbaijan did not avoid this process either: in the country 
discussions were held by the leader of local Communist party Ayaz 
Mutalibov on introduction of presidential rule.  In May, 1990 during 
a session of the Supreme Soviet	 of Azerbaijan, Ayaz Mutalibov 
became the first president in the history of Azerbaijan, then a Soviet 
Socialist republic. Slightly more than a year later, on 8 September 
1991 he again became a president, but now the president of an 
independent Azerbaijan. This time he was elected by general 
election, though under conditions of a state of emergency in the 
country and on a uncontested basis. Thus, Azerbaijan has finally 
turned into a presidential republic.  

In June, 1992, the leader of the PFA, Abulfaz Elchibey, 
became the next President of Azerbaijan.  In favor of dismantling the 
former system of governance and the establishment of democracy in 
the republic, nevertheless Elchibey and his supporters did not 
achieve any structural changes.  In many respects, this was connected 
with the absence of an administrative staff: for the more than five 
thousand top positions in the governance system of the republic, the 
PFA and its allies could hardly bring forward more than 200 people 
(8), let alone of professional quality (only a third of promoted 
workers had corresponding education and experience), and it 
appeared too little to undertake serious reforms of the power system. 
Therefore Elchibey	and his supporters preferred to leave all as it had 
been and lean on the old, so-called “nomenclature” staff of Soviet 
times.  



This became one of the reasons for the PFA’s collapse	 in 
June, 1993 and the coming to power of the former head of 
Communist Party of Azerbaijan, Heydar Aliyev.  In a short time, the 
third president of the country managed very quickly not only to 
strengthen his authority, but also to create a rigid hierarchy in the 
system of governance. Thus the presidential form of rule was finally 
consolidated on 12 November 1995 with the adoption of the 
Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan (chapter VI).  According 
to the constitution, the president and his administration have huge, 
almost unlimited, authority.  Formally, with the consent of 
parliament, the president appoints and discharges the prime minister, 
but without taking into account the opinion of Milli Mejlis he 
appoints the members of the government, “nominates” judges of the 
Constitutional, Supreme, Economic and Appeals Courts, and 
appoints judges of other courts in the republic. With formal consent 
of Milli Mejlis, the president appoints and discharges the general 
public prosecutor, and establishes central and local authorities. Being 
the Supreme Commander in chief, the president also appoints and 
discharges the top authorities of Armed Forces of the republic. He 
has the right to declare emergency and military situations in the 
country, and also to introduce a motion to the Milli Mejlis to consent 
to the mobilization of the country’s armed forces in regards to 
problems unrelated to their duties.  All of this emphasizes the 
powerful, and if necessary repressive, ability of the presidential 
authority in Azerbaijan (9). 

Another feature of the 1995 Constitution is the weak 
standards on reporting by the executive authority, primarily that of 
the president.  As a result, the absence of reporting by the executive 
authority before parliament, and, especially, parliament’s control of 
the budget, led to the situation where many laws adopted by the 
parliament simply do not work, and the limitless ability of the 
president has led to a sharp strengthening of the presidential regime.  

The system of distribution of governance at the national and 
local levels is rather indicative in this respect.  During Soviet time 
there was formal and actual division of authority.  Formally, 
according to the last Soviet Constitution of 1977, in regions, cities 
and other settlements the governmental authorities were represented 
by the Councils of People’s Deputies. They were to solve problems 



at the local level and implement the decisions of higher state bodies.  
However, the real power at the local level was in hands of the 
corresponding committees of the Communist party.  

The 1990 restriction and the 1991 complete elimination of the 
CPSU from the political life of the USSR noticeably expanded the 
powers of the Councils of People’s Deputies, having transformed them 
into real institutions of local government.  In 1991-1992, democratic 
movements came to power in many former Soviet republics after 
having taken control of local executive authorities.  The same situation 
in many respects also developed in Azerbaijan when local 
governmental institutions began to play a greater role in the life of the 
society.  

After coming to power, Heydar Aliyev dramatically changed 
the situation, transforming it into one reminiscent of former Soviet 
times. The 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan 
envisaged the full dependence of local authorities on central 
authorities (ie. the presidential office), having liquidated elements of 
independence of the local authorities in the regions. Local Councils 
of People’s Deputies were abolished and replaced by executive 
structures the heads of which are appointed personally by the 
president, and are accountable to him and the presidential office and 
are allocated greater authority.  In other words, all powers of elected 
institutions of local government were transferred completely to non-
elected enforcement authorities. 

The Constitution of 1995 envisaged the establishment of 
elected institutions of local authorities - municipalities (belediyye - in 
Azerbaijani- A.Y.) within the coming 2 years, functioning together 
with executive committees the heads of which would be appointed by 
the president. Moreover, municipalities, according to the same 
Constitution, are independent and even formally have judicial 
protection.  However, as further events have proved, municipalities 
are deprived of real authority and influence and do not play any 
significant role.  First of all, after a delay of four years, only in 1999, 
the process of creation of municipalities was launched with the 
corresponding laws being adopted and the first elections taken place.  
2,757 municipalities were established in Azerbaijan.  But at the same 
time, collective farms and state farms were abolished in the country 
and their property which should have been transferred to the 



possession of the municipalities, was instead privatized.  As a result, 
though Azerbaijan has signed the European charter on Local 
Authorities, and has adopted the laws “On the Status of 
Municipalities” (on 2 July 1999) and “On Assignation of Property to 
Municipalities” (on 7 December 1999), in practice up to the present 
the municipalities have not been granted the rights to communal 
properties and other establishments, nor to the lands which are neither 
state nor private property.  Moreover, according to the statute “On 
Local Executive Authority”, approved by president Heydar Aliyev, on 
16 June 1999, the power of the creation of local authorities were 
transferred to local executive bodies.  

As a result, if in democratic countries municipalities are real 
bodies of local authority, in Azerbaijan they are deprived of 
imperious powers which belong to non-elected bodies of the local 
executive authority accountable to the president. But the authorities 
did not stop there, and in 2002 there was made an amendment to the 
Constitution which has limited the powers of municipalities even 
more.  As a result, today in Azerbaijan the municipalities, deprived 
of means and real power, practically stay idle, with the population’s 
belief in the local authorities having been undermined (10). 

Here it is necessary to note the paradoxical on first sight, but 
quite natural situation with regards to the Cabinet of Ministers.  As 
during Soviet times, this enforcement authority does not play any 
role in the life of the society.  None of prime ministers during the 
years of independence of Azerbaijan has proclaimed an economic 
program - one simply did not exist.  A remarkable fact is that after 
Fuad Guliyev's resignation from the post of prime minister in the 
autumn of 1995 the country had no prime minister for a whole year 
(!), until at last a new one was appointed (11). 

By the end of Heydar Aliyev’s rule, a new situation had 
appeared: in August 2002, as a result of a referendum, amendments 
to the Constitution were made.  The basic change concerned the 
assigning of presidential powers (in the case of the death, resignation 
or loss of capacity of the president) to the prime minister.  
Previously, according to the 1995 Constitution, in such cases power 
was to be passed to the chairman of the parliament.  Since August 
2002, the prime minister became the second in command after the 
president in the government structure. However, in Azerbaijan, it 



was understood perfectly well that the Constitutional amendments of 
2002 were made for the smooth transfer of authority to Ilham Aliyev, 
the son of Heydar Aliyev (12). After the father-to-son transfer of 
authority had succeeded everything returned to its place: Arthur 
Rasizade, the prime minister, again began to play a “VIP” role.  In 
fact, the key ministers (national security, internal and external 
affairs) are not accountable to him, and the others are quite 
independent from their official leader.  

Thus, by the beginning of the XXI century Heydar Aliyev 
had actually restored the former Soviet command-management 
system in the country, having given it a democratic design. All 
authority was in hands of the president and his office (the former 
Central Committee of the Communist Party). Functions of former 
regional committees of the Communist Party have been transferred 
to local executive authorities the heads of which are appointed 
directly by the president, and are dependent completely on him and 
possess complete authority in the regions. Former Soviet bodies of 
People’s Deputies have been transformed into municipalities and, 
as during Soviet times, they are deprived of resources and are 
unable to execute powers they are formally provided with, for they 
are completely dependent on the executive local authorities. The 
Cabinet of Ministers and parliament, which play no role in the life 
of the country, are also part of the same decorative appendage to 
the presidential office in post-Soviet Azerbaijan. 

 
 
 
Judicial Power 
 

Alongside with the executive and legislature, the judicial 
system is the third branch of state power. It is common knowledge 
that the independence of judicial power, along with free elections is 
one of the basic conditions of realizing democratic transformations.  

In Soviet times, according to the 1977 Constitution, justice 
was insured by the courts, with judges and jurymen being formed on 
an elective basis. However, in practice, the Soviet courts were very 
strongly dependant on the executive authority.  



In post-Soviet Azerbaijan, the judicial system was 
transformed in 1995: the newly-adopted Constitution stated that the 
judiciary was to be a special branch of statehood.  At the same time it 
is specified that judicial authority in the republic is carried out by the 
Constitutional Court, the Supreme Court, the Economic Court, the 
Court of Appeals as well as the general and specialized courts.  In 
2002, on the basis of the amendment to the Constitution, Courts of 
Appeal were also added to this group. As many as 2000 judges of 
regional courts were appointed by the corresponding executive 
authorities. Then the appointment of judges started to be carried out 
through test examinations. But also after that, the candidates who 
have successfully passed their test examinations are obliged to pass 
an interview with the higher bodies of executive authority, which 
leads to a growth in corruption and to their dependence.  

The Constitutional, and partially the Supreme Court maintain 
control over the activity of the executive and legislative powers.  
However, municipalities are not included in the list of bodies that 
have the right to make an appeal to the Constitutional Court, which 
essentially influences the development of the local authorities.  Until 
2002, neither could citizens or public organizations address this court 
with appeals.  

The big problem in Azerbaijan is the backwardness and 
underdevelopment of legal institutions. On the one hand, there is a 
serious shortage of staff: at the moment in the country for every 
twenty thousand people there is only one lawyer, whereas by 
international standards there should be one lawyer for every one to 
one and a half thousand people.  On the other hand, the authorities 
carry out a strict process of “filtration” amongst lawyers, interfering 
with their activity, especially those who try to be independent.  Thus, 
having entered the jurisdiction of the European Court on 15 April 
2002, Azerbaijan established a new Legal Bar in November, 2004 
which was composed overwhelmingly of lawyers who were 
connected with the ruling regime, who can represent the interests of 
citizens in the courts.  Other lawyers are compelled to be limited 
with their consultations.  The entire procedure of election to the Bar 
had so shocking a character that the head of the Baku office of the 
OSCE was compelled to urge the Azerbaijani authorities “to 



organize new, transparent, fair and not bureaucratic” elections to the 
Bar (13).  

Thus, since 1995, the judicial system in Azerbaijan has 
become even more dependent on the executive authority.  In reality, 
the courts in Azerbaijan are retaliatory bodies of the state apparatus, 
protecting the bases and activity of the ruling regime and rigidly 
punishing dissenters (14). 

Since 2004, the Institute of Peace and Democracy has been 
conducting monitoring of the judicial system, the findings of which 
are regularly published in the media (15).  Such monitoring was also 
undertaken in 2006 by the Legal Education Society (16).  Material 
gathered by NGO’s testify that despite official statements, the 
judicial system in Azerbaijan is completely corrupt and dependent on 
the executive branch. 

 
 
The Political System  
 

After 1985 with Gorbachev’s “perestroika” in Azerbaijan, as 
well as in other Soviet republics, public organizations appeared 
which subsequently became the basis for the establishment of the 
first political parties (17). In 1989, the majority of the parties and 
organizations were united to form the PFA	which during this period 
represented the movement which united representatives of different 
layers of the society - nationalists, liberals, Islamists, and democrats.  
It was during this time that new leaders appeared in the public life of 
the country. The old local elite was established during Soviet time by 
appointment “from above” and was cut off from society. Its 
representatives were not able to communicate with citizens and felt 
extremely uncertain, especially in a crisis situation, and most of all in 
regards to the Karabakh conflict which demanded another approach. 
The new elite in opposition came about during this period “from 
below”, in many respects expressing the dissenting mood of the 
society.  

In 1992 the PFA	came to power, which led to the blossoming 
of political life in the republic. In May 1993, 44 parties, 29 of which 
were registered, were functioning in the republic (18).  Many of them 
have continued operating up to the present day.  Formally, according 



to their platforms, parties are divided along national-patriotic, liberal-
democratic, socialist, neo-communist,	and Islamic lines.  

However, Heydar Aliyev’s coming to power in 1993 
fundamentally changed the situation. The same leaders and activists 
from the Communist party who had ruled the country in the 1970’s 
and 1980’s once again came to power. The only difference was that 
previously the final decisions were made by Moscow which played 
the role of the Center.  Now all decisions were the result of Heydar 
Aliyev’s will and that of the “Yeni Azerbaijan” party, the new ruling 
party which he headed.  Nowadays this party is the dominant one in 
the republic.  It is remarkable that within the ranks of “Yeni 
Azerbaijan” there are approximately 400,000 members enlisted, 
practically as many as there were in the Communist party of 
Azerbaijan on the eve of collapse of the USSR in 1991. This can be 
easily understood: its members became, voluntary or forcefully, 
members of “Yeni Azerbaijan”, especially civil servants who wanted 
to have an opportunity for career promotion or simply not to loose 
their job.  

At the same time, with Heydar Aliyev's coming to power, 
tribal, regional and corporate groups again emerged in the society 
which from 1988-1992 did not play any significant role. In the power 
structures, the primary roles were played by natives of Nakhchevan 
and Armenia, from where Heydar Aliyev himself and the 
overwhelming majority of his supporters came (19).  

On the other hand, after 1993 political parties were formally 
divided into the right, left and center in Azerbaijan. However, this 
division is rather relative, and is factually incorrect. The right wing 
parties, being in opposition, do not have the support of small 
proprietors and businessmen, while the left is not supported by 
workers. The party in power at first declared itself as close to social-
democracy, while by the end of Heydar Aliyev’s rule, began to 
declare itself as right of centre.  

Dividing the functioning parties into three groups as to their 
political orientation gives a more accurate portrayal of the situation.  
The first group includes those who are of pro-western orientation.  
They are subdivided into the block of pro-governmental parties led 
by the ruling “Yeni	Azerbaijan” and the block of opposition parties 
(nearly 15) where the main roles are played by “Musavat”, the PFA, 



the Democratic Party, and the Party of National Independence.    
During the 1990’s these pro-western parties - in power and in 
opposition - played the dominant role in the political life of 
Azerbaijan.  

The second group includes political parties of pro-Russian 
orientation where the main role is played by social democrats led by 
ex-president Ayaz Mutalibov.  The third group is comprised of pro-
Islamic forces.  They include both political parties (The Islamic Party 
and the Islamic Democratic Party), and a large number of informal 
organizations (Wahhabis, Nurchular, etc.) who support the 
transformation of the country into an Islamic state. They are not 
closely connected with each other, some are even enemies, and they 
lack a charismatic leader. However, they do receive strong support 
and accordingly, have a solid financial base from Iran and the Arab 
countries.  

Thus, during the post-Soviet period in Azerbaijan a multi-
party system has been established. Formally, the political spectrum is 
colorful enough and the multi-party system is developing. However, 
during 17 years of independence in Azerbaijan, a democratic multi-
party system has not been established. The development of this 
system is influenced simultaneously by internal and external factors.  
As a result, one the one hand, parties and political forces came to be 
defined by the problem of foreign policy orientation, rather than 
party ideology. By this criterion, Azerbaijani society is divided into 
parties and political forces along pro-Western, pro-Russian, and pro-
Islamic lines, instead of the traditional Right, Left, and Center. 
Especially uncharacteristic in post-Soviet space is the existence of 
communists, socialists, and various types of democrats - liberal-, 
social-, national-,	and simply democrats.  

On the other hand, Heydar Aliyev’s coming to power in 
1993 and the strengthening of the regime of his personal authority 
has given him decisive influence on the formation of political parties.  
Parties began to be subdivided into ruling, pro-governmental, 
constructive and radical opposition.  Actually it was a question of 
mutual personal relations in “authority-opposition”. Having 
established an authoritative regime on the basis of the old Soviet 
command-administrative system, Heydar Aliyev, being a skilled 
politician, understood that to create a democratic image, the presence 



of a democratic opposition was necessary.  But it could not represent 
any real danger to his personal authority, while at the same time it 
could serve as a buffer between the official regime and radical 
political forces.  Therefore, using the classic policy “divide and 
conquer”, he tried to divide the opposition into “constructive” 
opposition, that is to say completely under the control of authorities, 
and those who did not yield and were subsequently condemned as 
radical. All three branches of authority served that purpose. As a 
result, parties (depending on the attitude to the party in power and to 
Heydar Aliyev’s regime) might not be allowed to participate in 
elections or even be deprived of their official registration. Others 
were not only allowed to participate in elections, but could even 
nominate a certain number of mandates in parliament.  In case of 
need, some parties of the same name were at once established. All 
this allowed the authorities to argue in favour of the presence of a 
multi-party system and the ongoing democratic processes in 
Azerbaijan.  

After Ilham Aliyev’s coming to power in 2003, other 
tendencies emerged in the party system of Azerbaijan. The new 
president did not even consider it necessary to hide his aversion to 
opposition forces in society. This sentiment was towards all opposition 
- pro-Western, pro-Russian and pro-Islamic forces. But as over the last 
15 years, the main role in Azerbaijani society was played by pro-
Western forces, and as such the main blow was stricken against them. 
Mass arrests and reprisals of activists of these parties became the 
norm. Simultaneously, under various far-fetched pretexts, a campaign 
was launched to “evict” the offices of these parties from the center of 
the capital to the periphery. In 2003 “Musavat” and in 2006 the PFA 
were deprived of their headquarters in the center of Baku.  As a result, 
henceforth only the ruling party and its allies could function freely in 
the downtown core.  Rallies, demonstrations, and even pickets in the 
city centre were prohibited.  Many ordinary activists in opposition 
were dismissed from the budgetary organizations and enterprises. 
Thus the authorities privately conspired to not provide them with any 
work within the state structure.  Opposition activists were exposed to 
especially strong pressure and reprisals in the provinces. Many citizens 
were forced to migrate simply for their oppositional views.  



As a result, pro-western democratic parties which for 15 
years (1992-2006) played an appreciable role in the life of 
Azerbaijani society, saw their positions greatly eroded by early 2007 
as a result of numerous reprisals and could not render any serious 
influence on the situation in the country. It is remarkable that in 2006 
and early 2007 Ilham Aliyev repeatedly made joyful public 
statements that opposition no longer exists in the political arena of 
Azerbaijan.  

However the resulting situation is dangerous both for the 
authorities and for democratic processes in the society. In fact, in a 
society there should always be political forces expressing dissenting 
views.  If it possesses an organized and structured character as in the 
form of parties or trade unions then mutual relations between 
authorities and opposition and, more widely, between  the state and 
society will have a productive character and will allow social 
explosions to be avoided.  If in the society there is no organized 
political force in opposition then its role will be played by others 
and, as a rule, by rather radical forces. A vivid example in post-
Soviet space is Uzbekistan where authorities have managed to crush 
and stop the activity of the secular democratic opposition.  But it did 
not take long for this gap to be filled with Islamic radicals who have 
taken advantage and in the future will make use of the social unrest 
in Uzbek society. Apparently, the authorities of Azerbaijan are 
headed towards the political “Uzbekistanization” of the country that 
should be cause for alarm looking to the future. This should be 
especially carefully noted when the stream of petrodollars will start 
to noticeably reduce several years from now, and then stop 
altogether. 

 
The Civil Sector 
 

Azerbaijani society, being for 70 years a part of a communist 
totalitarian system, is used to the whole life of citizens being 
regulated - from birth to death life takes place under the constant 
control of the state.  In such societies, even after the collapse of the 
USSR, the creation of civil society institutions was possible only 
with support from the outside.  That is why a main priority in the 
direction of programs undertaken with western help in post-Soviet 



Azerbaijan was the development of civil society.  Non-governmental 
organizations (NGO’s)	 emerged	 first, along with a truly 
independent media, which eventually became the basis for civil 
society in Azerbaijan.  

Initially, establishing NGO’s in Azerbaijan was very difficult. 
It was necessary to destroy numerous stereotypes, that had emerged 
during Soviet times. The population was frightened of the existence of 
entities independent from the state. They were used to state trusteeship 
and to a small, but guaranteed, salary. Therefore, in the first half of 
1990’s the most active and politically “progressive” citizens enrolled 
in NGO’s. It was also natural that after Heydar Aliyev's coming to 
power, a considerable percentage of NGO activists were made up of 
supporters of the opposition. In fact, they had very few chances to find 
a job, and NGO’s were the only opportunity for the preservation of an 
independent civic stance and for their survival in general.  

It was not by chance that Heydar Aliyev’s regime from the 
very beginning assessed NGO’s not as its partner in the social sphere 
of society, but as its competitor and a hostile force, and took all 
possible measures not to allow them to become independent and a 
real force.  Besides repressive measures, the authorities tried to 
create a negative image of these organizations in society as “grant 
eaters” and “agents of influence of the West”. However, they did not 
manage to subordinate them or to terminate the activity of NGO’s. 
Besides, especially after the admission of Azerbaijan into the 
Council of Europe in 2001, the authorities realized that a democratic 
facade was necessary for them, and that NGO’s could play a 
significant role in constructing that. Thereafter started the quick 
establishment of pro-government NGO’s in the republic. They got 
priority in receiving grants from organizations working with the 
government of Azerbaijan, primarily the United Nations and its 
affiliated structures (UNIFEM, UNDP, IOM, etc.). For the better 
coordination of the activities of these “NGO’s”, and also for the 
“extermination” of independent organizations, in 2001 the authorities 
established the pro-government NGO Forum of Azerbaijan.  

Regarding those NGO’s which were not under governmental 
control, the authorities launched a real war. For years they were not 
registered by the Ministry of Justice and those who managed to get 
registered were stifled with huge taxes, being forced to transfer 29% 



of the total of each grant received to the state budget.  However, this 
was not all the authorities did: in 2003 they demanded that each grant 
should be registered not only at the Ministry of Justice, but also with 
the executive bodies. Without it, NGO members had no right to start 
the realization of their project even if they had already received the 
money of the grant. Even if in the capital, independent NGOs can 
still find support from the western embassies and international 
organizations, in the provinces the situation for such NGO’s was and 
remains very difficult.  

Those independent NGO’s which deal with human rights 
issues, and aspire to find a peaceful solution to the Karabakh 
conflict and support regional cooperation are exposed to 
especially strong attacks.  

Nevertheless, despite the counteraction of authorities, and in 
many respects as a result of it, NGO’s at the present time have 
become a real public force and, alongside with the media, play a 
significant role in the democratization of Azerbaijani society.  For 
today in the republic, officially there are about 3,000 functioning 
NGO’s employing 4,300 citizens.   

The civil sector in Azerbaijan still faces many problems.  In 
conditions of an absence of financing by the state, NGO’s in many 
respects depend on financial help of the western and international 
funds that force them to adapt themselves to the priorities of these 
funds.  As a result, there is at times a divide between the real 
problems and needs of the society and the projects carried out by 
NGO’s.  And still, the majority of society, as a result of state 
propaganda, views the activities of NGO’s with mistrust.  An 
especially difficult situation has appeared for the activities of 
provincial NGO’s which very often collide with the arbitrariness of 
local authorities.  As a result, the number of actively operating and 
well-known NGO’s in Azerbaijan is	 much less than the official 
statistics – at no more than 200.  As to the activities of the others, 
there is either little information or they exist in name only. 

 
 
 
 
Authoritarian Regime or Imitation Democracy 



 
It would seem given that stated above, that after achieving 

independence in the late 20th  century, the socio-political 
development of Azerbaijan was not very progressive. Formally, 
today Azerbaijan has all the attributes of a democratic state. The 
Constitution in which the democratic transformations are included 
has been adopted and the division of branches of authority - 
legislative, executive and judicial is ensured. Moreover, after its 
admission to the Council of Europe in 2001, Azerbaijan voluntary 
took up its obligations on democratic reforms in many spheres of the 
social life of the society, and the authorities speak about the 
fulfillment of all these obligations.  

Likewise, it has been declared, that in the years following 
independence a multi-party system has been established, the civil 
sector is actively operating, and many problems in the field of human 
rights have been solved in Azerbaijan. All this is formally fixed in 
many documents and laws of the country. Even more often, the same 
rhetoric is declared in numerous statements in the country, and 
especially abroad by the authorities and, most of all, by the head of 
the state.  It is always underlined that Azerbaijan is a lawful state in 
which democratic principles extend to all spheres of life and that for 
the authorities there is nothing more important than the protection of 
the rights and freedom of the citizens of the country.  In general, the 
authorities are convinced that democratic reforms in Azerbaijan are 
being carried out consistently and systematically, and that the only 
obstacle in their way is the “scheming of the radical opposition”.  It 
is sometimes emphasized that transition to democracy or the 
“democratic transit” is a long and difficult process and that 
consequently international organizations should consider this factor, 
as well as factors specific to the case of Azerbaijan.  

It is necessary to recognize that the documents and laws 
accepted by the authorities, as well as the democratic rhetoric of the 
country’s leaders, are met with understanding by foreign politicians 
and observers unsophisticated and unfamiliar with Azerbaijani 
realities. However, as can be noted from that stated above, the 
situation in Azerbaijan greatly differs from what is declared.  If, to 
make an objective diagnosis of the democratic development of 
Azerbaijan after gaining independence it is necessary to grasp, first 



of all, a sharp  divergence between political rhetoric and reality.  In 
reality, in the country today an authoritarian regime has been 
established whose basic efforts are directed towards the maximum 
consolidation of its position and the neutralization of any 
encroachment on the democratic control over the society. 
Consequently, in Azerbaijan the division of powers is lacking.  The 
full dependence of the legislative and judicial authorities on the 
executive authority, which is typical for authoritarian regimes, as 
well as the demonstrative omnipotence of the power structure, 
universal infringement on civil rights, arbitrariness of bureaucracy, 
enormous levels of corruption, and a shadow economy in itself all 
testify to the permanent non-observance of laws.  To all this we 
should also add the weakness of the institutions of civil society, and 
regional-tribal	 character of authority that undermines Azerbaijani 
society from within.  

  Today it is obvious that the political system dominating over 
Azerbaijan is in and of itself the basic root of all evil. The majority 
of problems both within the country and outside of it cannot be 
solved without a change of this system. A decision regarding the 
main problem in the country - the Karabakh conflict - also is 
impossible without a change of dominant political system. It is 
necessary to recognize that after gaining independence in 1991 
Azerbaijan did not manage to use its “window of opportunity” for 
democratic transition.  For this reason, various international 
organizations regularly consider Azerbaijan as “not a free country” 
(Freedom House), “without a free economy” (Heritage	Foundation), 
and one of the most corrupt nations (Transparency International).  

However, not everything is as bad and there are some 
encouraging developments. Though authoritarianism in Azerbaijan 
today is still very strong and dominates the possession of enormous 
resources, in the end it could not strangle multiple viewpoints and 
civil activity in the country. Moreover, as estimated by analyst 
Hikmet Hajizade, in resistance “to the authoritarian and corrupt state 
system and the essentially compliant population” stand 
approximately 25,000 activists of democratic parties. To them it is 
necessary to add several thousand NGO activists, independent 
journalists and free representatives of the intelligentsia. The unequal 
struggle of these 25,000-30,000 people “gives both inside the 



country and abroad the impression of a huge public force comparable 
to the forces of authoritarianism and regression” (20).  

So then, Azerbaijan for the moment is losing the struggle for 
democracy as in the country only an imitation democratic system is 
functioning. As a matter of fact, during the post-Soviet period, 
though it has made attempts, Azerbaijan’s development has 
nevertheless been contrary to democracy, and eventually in the 
country an authoritarian regime was established which is very 
dangerous. In democratic countries political systems allow the 
society to protest the actions of the authorities in an organized way 
through an electoral system, political parties and trade unions, as 
well as through a developed system of civil society. If these things 
are not present, the potential for protest in non-democratic societies 
takes on a spontaneous character and can leads to social explosions.  

Azerbaijani society still remembers the splash of hope and 
unprecedented political activity that took place 15-18 years ago, 
when hundreds of thousands of people went to rallies and there was a 
belief in the eradication of the communist and totalitarian system.  
Today, disbelief, apathy, and weariness are prevailing within the 
society. However, energy for protest has not run out. It has been 
maintained and is accumulating. But for the present moment there is 
not the mass belief in the necessity of democratic transformations, 
and the struggle for liberal values. Accordingly, there is no strong 
belief in those political forces which support the victory of these 
values.  This explains the reason why many people in Azerbaijan 
have resorted to religion, as a last hope in the struggle against “unjust 
authority”. It would not be too much to say that the stage has been 
set for the next social explosion in Azerbaijan. To predict its 
consequences is difficult. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



PART III. RESULTS OF SOCIOLOGICAL SURVEY 
 
 

For a better understanding of the situation in Azerbaijan, the 
Institute of Peace and Democracy (IPD) carried out sociological 
research from 1 March – 31 July 2006.  Initially, it was decided upon 
to capture as many regions as possible and to try to question 
representatives of different social strata from within the population.  
The questionnaire contained 36 questions and covered practically all 
spheres connected with the modern problems of Azerbaijan.  

 
Questioning was carried out in the following regions: 

 
1. Capital - Absheron peninsula, including Baku city.  The 

center of political life of Azerbaijan is concentrated in this region 
today.  Major western companies, in particular oil companies, are 
also concentrated here.  Information about conflicts, as well as the 
attitude of the population of the capital and nearby villages to the oil 
companies and the problems of the country should contribute to a 
better understanding of their possible solutions.  Considering the 
importance of the region and its role in the political life of the 
country, the survey was conducted among 500 respondents.  Besides 
the capital the survey also covered 10 settlements of the Absheron 
peninsula.  

2. Central - Sabirabad and Saatly regions- places of high 
density populations of Meskhetian Turks and refugees from 
Karabakh.  The purpose of the survey was to learn the opinion of 
refugees in the front line areas.  The survey was conducted in three 
villages and two refugee settlements with 100 people responding. 

3.  Southern - Lenkoran and Astara regions.  Ideas 
surrounding Shiite Islam are very strong in this region bordering 
Iran, in particular among Talysh minorities compactly living in this 
region.  The survey should give answers to many questions 
connected with Islam and the activity of Iran, as well as ethnic 
separatism.  The survey was conducted among 100 respondents from 
eight settlements (Lenkoran city, Astara city and 6 adjoining 
villages) of the region.  



4.  Northern - Gusar and Khachmaz regions.  This region of 
the republic on the border with Russia is densely inhabited by 
Lezgins and other national minorities of the country (mountain Jews, 
Kurds, Meskhetian Turks).  Recently, Wahhabis and numerous 
religious missionaries from Turkey and the Arab states have 
developed their activity in this region.  At the same time, Lezgins 
living here have close contacts with their compatriots in Russia, and 
in the 1990’s there were several reports containing information on 
the activity of Russian emissaries in this region.  For this reason, it 
was decided to conduct the survey here with the purpose of studying 
the problem of ethnic separatism, the role of Islam, and migration 
amongst the local population to Russia.  The survey has been 
conducted among 100 respondents from seven settlements, including 
the cities of Gusar, Khachmaz and Guba. 

5.  Western region - Ganja city and Sheki region.  Ganja - the 
second most important city in the country, in which there has always 
been unrest amongst of the population.  Sheki region is the western 
frontier of Azerbaijan and is close to Georgia and Russia.  There are 
many representatives of national minorities in this region.  Moreover, 
in this area the population has been traditionally active, and in 2000 
in Sheki civil disorder erupted causing serious resonance throughout 
the country and abroad.  The survey was conducted among 200 
respondents of the region and captured, primarily, the cities of Ganja 
and Sheki, and two villages in Sheki region. 

 
Thus, during five months in 2006, sociological research was 

carried out in five regions of the republic.  Information has been 
gathered from 35 settlements (8 cities, 25 villages and 2 refugee 
settlements), are 1000 respondents were surveyed.  Meanwhile the 
ethnic, religious and social composition of the population - students, 
military, refugees, intelligence, various trades, as well as 
representatives from political parties and NGO’s was considered.  On 
the other hand, sampling was taken in accordance with the 
proportions of the adult population (older than 18 years of age) and 
was subdivided into 6 age groups: 18-23, 24-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59 
and older than 60 years of age.  The choice of respondents on the 
ground was determined by an itinerary, a method of “face to face 
interrogation”.  The respondents themselves got acquainted with the 



questions of the questionnaire and filled them in.  Of the 
questionnaires sent to IPD, 971 were found valid for studying.  29 or 
about 3 % of the total were found to be invalid (answers are given 
not completely). 

To gather additional data and to acknowledge the fidelity of 
the data of the survey, detailed interviews with respondents were 
carried out at their place of residence.  For this purpose, 6 focus-
groups: 4 - in the regional centers and two - among inhabitants of 
villages were defined in advance. 50 interviews - 10 for each of the 
specified regions – were conducted. 

 
 

 
Survey results 
 
 

 1.  Ethnic Composition and the Problem of Identification 
 
  

The ethnic and social composition of the respondents 
objectively reflects the modern makeup of Azerbaijani society.  In 
regards to the ethnicity (Table 1) of respondents, naturally, 
Azerbaijanis   prevail - 86%.  They are followed by Lezgins (5 %), 
Talyshs (2 %), Meskhetian Turks (about 2 %) and Russians (1,5 %).  
The remaining 3 % are representatives of 7 ethnicities: Avars, Tats, 
Georgians, Tatars, Ukrainians, mountain Jews and Udins.  

The most interesting information is contained within the    
answers of the Azerbaijani respondents.  The survey has shown that 
the process of forming ethnic consciousness amongst Azerbaijanis, 
which began after the collapse of the USSR, has reached a definite 
level by the beginning of XXI century.  As is well known, 
historically, up to the mid-1930, the general population of Azerbaijan 
called themselves “Turks” or “Azerbaijani Turks”, and at times   
“Azeri”. However, in 1936, under Stalin’s instruction, the name 
“Azerbaijanis” was introduced.  By the time of the disintegration of 
the USSR, two generations had grown up as “Azerbaijanis”. 
However, after Azerbaijan gained independence in 1991, the revival 
of the ethnic identity of Azerbaijanis began, especially strongly 



amongst the youth.  This process (Table 2) is reflected in the present 
survey.  It is rather important to note that the purpose of the poll was 
not to find out the ethnic identification of the respondents.  But the 
answers of the Azerbaijani respondents to the question on nationality 
were so varied, that it could not have gone unnoticed.  It appeared 
that almost 57% of the Azerbaijani respondents still consider 
themselves as “Azerbaijanis” whereas 43% identified themselves 
differently.  Almost 22% considered themselves “Azeri Turks” (in 
Azerbaijani   “Azeri Turku”), about 10% preferred to call themselves 
“Azeri” and almost the same percentage of respondents – “Turks” (in 
Azerbaijani “Turk”).  About 2% specified in the “nationality” 
column that they are “Azerbaijan Turks” (in Azerbaijani “Azerbaijan 
Turku”).  During additional interviews it was found out that in all 
cases respondents meant the same thing: all of them considered 
themselves to be Turks, but meanwhile one wished to correlate their 
self-identification and origin with the country of residence (“Azeri”, 
“Azeri Turks”, “Azerbaijan Turks”), other (“Turks”) did not consider 
it important. One more detail: the senior generation overwhelmingly 
considered themselves “Azerbaijanis”, and in interviews they 
specified the following “We have already got used to it and the 
whole world knows us by this name”.  However, the majority of 
youth are of a different opinion in regards to the identity question, 
considering it high time to refute the Soviet heritage and return to the 
ethnic name. 

 
 
 2.  Social-Demographic Composition 
 
 

Of those who took part in the poll, almost 55% were men 
and roughly 45% women (Table 4).  However, this figure noticeably 
varies in regards to the region where the poll was being conducted.  
Thus, in the cities (except the capital) the gender ratio is as a whole 
equal.  In Baku there are more women - 51% against 49% of male 
respondents.  But in the provinces of the republic, men’s voices 
dominate: they make up 59% of respondents, whereas women 
account for only 41%.  The least number of female respondents was 
observed in the Absheron peninsula and in the south - in Lenkoran.  



In many respects, this is connected with the traditional way of life 
and the low level of activity amongst local women in the political life 
of the society.  

Considering the age factor of the respondents (Table 3), the 
majorities (69%) are from the most active and able-bodied citizens 
within the age range of 25-39.  Thus, youth of the age of up to 30 
years old are leading (52%) among respondents, which is natural: 
while carrying out the survey it was especially important for 
organizers to learn the opinion of those who define the climate in the 
society today and will define it tomorrow.  

The analysis of the age structure of those questioned by 
region shows that the respondents representing the youth and middle-
aged generations, are comparatively more predominant in the cities 
of Baku, Ganja, Sheki, and in the Absheron peninsula.  There are 
relatively more representatives of the senior generations in the 
southern and central regions of the republic.  

Predictably, the overwhelming majority of respondents are 
Muslims (87%) (Table 5) which is relevant to the realities of 
Azerbaijan.  It is interesting that only 4 respondents (0.4%) named 
themselves atheists as well as one who appeared to be a 
representative of non-conventional religious sect. 

The educational level of respondents (Table 6) is very high: 
more than half (56%) have higher education, 34% have secondary or 
technical education.  Only 0.3% have no education. However, it is 
necessary to consider the quite varying educational levels among 
respondents on a regional basis.  Quite naturally, in the capital 71% 
of respondents have a higher or an incomplete higher education, 
whereas in provinces this figure is much lower - within the range of 
52-57%.  

Marital status is as follows (Table 7-8): half (50%) are 
married.  38% are not yet married (basically the youth), more than 
7% are divorced, and approximately 4% are widows/widowers. The 
others refused to answer this question.  The majority of respondents 
(70%) were brought up in families of 3 to 5 persons. 

Social status (Table 9) as a whole reflects the modern 
situation in the society: 19% are unemployed, mainly refugees and 
the poor in the regions of Azerbaijan.  They are further followed by 
high school and college students (17%), and those employed in the 



spheres of education, public health care, construction, transport, 
trade, private business, agriculture and administration. 

In regards to finances (Table 10-11), the respondents 
appeared to be divided into approximately two equal parts - those 
who considered themselves to be in good financial conditions (16%) 
or are as a whole happy with their financial status (35%), and the 
poor (32%) and very poor (15%).  Those remaining had difficulty 
defining their financial status.  

  Almost half of the respondents live in private houses or 
apartments whereas the other half owns no housing and rents.  If the 
picture from the regions is considered, the best financial positions of 
the respondents were observed in larger cities where there are jobs: 
primarily, in the capital and partly in Ganja.  In rural areas the 
situation is much worse and consequently, for example, in refugee 
settlements and also in the south of the country 57% of the 
respondents specified themselves as poor or very poor.  But the 
highest number of those dissatisfied with their financial position 
appeared to be in Sheki	- 62% of respondents 

 
 
3. The Expectations, Hopes and Problems of the Respondents 

 
 

The respondents also needed to define the degree to which 
their expectations compared with the conditions of their real life.  It 
appeared that (Table 12) only 5 % live better than they had expected, 
while 26.5% live how they had expected.  Much more (67 %) have 
realized that their expectations have not coincided with their reality.  
In the regions the picture changes significantly.  A better situation 
was observed in the capital where almost every third respondent, as a 
whole, was in an optimistic mood.  In many respects, this is 
connected with a greater opportunity for inhabitants of the capital to 
find a job.  However, the percent of those dissatisfied and 
disappointed is also quite high in the capital.  But most of them are 
among the respondents from Sheki	(81%), refugees (71%) and in the 
Absheron peninsula (62 %).  

The greatest problems for respondents (Table 13) are 
connected with search for work (49%).  This is followed by such 



problems as corruption (18%), housing (11%) and mutual relations 
with local authorities (10%).  In the regions, in comparison with the 
capital, the percent of those who are anxious from the search of work 
is very high. 

 
 
 4.  Priority Values of the Respondents 
 
 

Respondents needed to define by their importance three 
priority values from their own viewpoint (Tab. 14).  It appeared that 
today the population of Azerbaijan, first of all, is anxious about 
family (49%) and health problems (46%).  Further on, scoring 
approximately identical figures (20% - 26%), respondents specified 
such important values as independence, justice, prosperity and 
safety.  Such traditional values, especially for the Caucasus, as 
friendship, respect for the elderly, tolerance and decency - appeared 
less important for the present day population of Azerbaijan.  

It is interesting to note that in 2005 IPD carried out a 
previous public opinion poll and in almost the same regions tried to 
receive answers as to these priority values.  It is remarkable that the 
answers of the respondents in 2006 practically coincided with the 
answers of the year before (1) which testifies to the fact that the 
population of Azerbaijan today is anxious about precisely these 
problems. 

At the same time, the majority of respondents specified 
(Table 15) that such phenomena as, first of all, debauchery (37 %), 
bribery (36 %) and poverty (30.5 %) are unacceptable for them 
today.  Amazingly, having paid special attention to health, the 
respondents this time did not specify sickness as a problem.  
Moreover, they are more disturbed by such widely-spread problems 
in Azerbaijani society as corruption, poverty and debauchery 
connected with them, as well as sordid behavior (27%) and 
lawlessness (26%).  Respondents supposed that in many respects all 
these problems emerged as a result of the Karabakh conflict.  For this 
reason they have specified the war (24.5 %), as a unacceptable 
negative component of today’s realities. 

 



  
 5. Azerbaijan and the Azerbaijan society: problems and 

prospects 
 

 
Having defined the personal problems and values of the 

respondents, it was important to understand how they estimated the 
society and the problems of the country as a whole.  In the 
beginning, the respondents were asked to define the most typical 
features of Azerbaijani people (Table 16).  In other words, there was 
a task - to define the self-assessment of the people and to compare its 
results with the results of the year before (2).  The results were 
amazing: if in the estimation of one’s own problems and, especially, 
in the priority values for each respondent there was no special 
change during the year, changes were obvious in the self-assessment.  
In 2005, as a whole, the population came up with positive features of 
the population, first of all hospitality (60%), kindness (32%), 
tolerance (31%), peace lovingness (31%) and diligence (26%).  A 
year later, among the first five fundamental features of Azerbaijani 
people, alongside with the positive features - diligence (36%), 
kindness (33%) and wisdom (22%) negative traits were among the 
results as well: hypocrisy (23%) and laziness (21%).  In the 
subsequent assessments not only positive (tactfulness, hospitality and 
modesty), but also negative features (rage, impudence, and 
propensity to narcissism) were noted by the respondents.  In other 
words, the negative this time is obviously evident.  It is remarkable 
that if in 2005 more than half of the respondents’ specified 
hospitality as the major feature of Azerbaijani people, in 2006 the 
views noticeably changed.  In general, it is distinctly evident that in 
the answers of the respondents a pessimistic assessment of the 
character of the people now prevails.  It is indicative that for a 
country which is at war and has lost a considerable part of its 
territory and in which there is a huge army of refugees and IDP’s, 
such features as eagerness to fight and bravery came in one of the 
last places among the listed characteristics with about 3% of the 
voices.  Also, Azerbaijanis do not consider themselves as aggressive 
people: only two respondents marked this quality as a characteristic 
feature of the population. 



As a whole, the assessments in regions do not differ 
dramatically.  In all the regions the respondents mark diligence and 
kindness first of all among the positive features, and hypocrisy and 
laziness among the negative ones.  The greatest disappointment and 
depression are felt amongst responses in the interviewees from the 
central part of the country (refugees) and in Sheki region.  
Respondents from the capital appeared the most self-critical, in an 
overwhelming majority of cases having mentioned in their responses 
the propensity of Azerbaijanis to laziness and narcissism.  The 
inhabitants of Ganja and the Absheron peninsula appeared to be the 
most patriotic and aggressive. 

Respondents also needed define the most pressing problems 
in the country (Table 17). From the viewpoint of the Azerbaijani 
population, the greatest threat for the security of the country is 
primarily the insolvability of the Karabakh conflict (58%).  This is 
followed by unemployment (18%) and problems in the field of 
democratization (7.5 %).  With approximately the same occurrence 
(2-4 %) regional rivalries of other states, corruption, mutual relations 
between the authorities and opposition and the migration of the 
population of the republic appeared as problems.  It is interesting to 
note that respondents did not consider the Islamic factor as a threat to 
the safety of the country.  Moreover, in the majority of responses, 
respondents marked Islam as a unique opportunity for the unification 
of the nation and a solution to the problems of Azerbaijan.  

Respondents also mentioned other problems - 
authoritarianism by the authorities, regionalism, and the activity of 
the Armenian Diaspora against Azerbaijan.  

Respondents also needed to evaluate the economic situation 
in the country (Table 18-19). Optimists were definitely the exception 
among those questioned: almost 1% supposed that the national 
economy was in excellent condition, 25% evaluated it as in “good” 
condition.  However, twice as many (54%) respondents were 
pessimistic, supposing the economic situation in the republic to be 
difficult and even catastrophic.  We should mention that the answers 
to the same questions in 2005 were practically the same, which 
testifies to an objective evaluation of the situation in the country (3).  
  Azerbaijan is an oil rich country which is now receiving 
significant oil revenues.  Likewise, according to the government’s 



official reports, Azerbaijan is showing very high rates of economic 
growth and income.  With regards to this it was important to 
understand how much the respondents believed in the possibility of 
an improvement in the economic situation in Azerbaijan within the 
next 5 years.  It appeared that only about 19% believe in such a 
prospect whereas almost 43% are pessimistic, while the rest could 
not give an answer to the question.              
 
 

 6. The Karabakh Conflict 
 
 

Considering the importance of the Karabakh conflict to the 
security and the future of Azerbaijan, it was decided to dedicate a 
block of questions to this problem (Table 20-22).  At first the 
respondents were asked to define in what way they would prefer to 
see the conflict be solved?  Almost 60% of respondents answered 
that they supported a military solution. Supporters of a peaceful 
solution to the conflict through the continuation of negotiations were 
three times fewer, at around 19%, which in and of itself is evidence 
of the radicalization of the society and the loss of belief in an 
opportunity of reaching a solution at the negotiating table. About 9% 
of respondents supported freezing the conflict and were satisfied 
with the current “neither peace, nor war” situation.  During the 
interviews it was found that the supporters of freezing the situation 
are both those who support military action, and those for peace.  
Simply put, some do not believe in the possibility of Azerbaijan’s 
victory given the present condition of the army, and others believe 
that the influx of petrodollars into Azerbaijan and the deterioration of 
the economic situation in Armenia against the backdrop of economic 
growth in Azerbaijan will make, in due course, the Armenian leaders 
more compliant and pragmatic.  Therefore, several times during the 
interviews it was mentioned that “it is necessary to be patient and 
simply wait for the hour”. 

In the regions the picture is different.  In the north of the 
country (Sheki and Guba-Khachmaz regions) there are more 
supporters (22% - 23%) of continuing the negotiating process 
whereas in the southern regions, refugees and respondents from 



Ganja and the Absheron peninsula, the overwhelming majority (78% 
- 84%) support a military solution.  In the capital the position of the 
respondents are more moderate: 19% are for peace negotiations, 
almost 49% are for military actions, and 11 % support freezing the 
present situation “until better times”.  The rest could not define their 
positions. 

Respondents also needed to define their attitude towards 
different variations of the conflict solution.  Almost 60% of those 
questioned are against the provision of any status, even an 
autonomous one, to Nagorno-Karabakh within Azerbaijan.  Judging 
by the interviews, these were the respondents who supported a 
military solution to the conflict and believe in a victory by the 
Azerbaijani army on the battlefield.  In the second place are those 
(about 25%) who consider an autonomous status for Nagorno-
Karabakh within Azerbaijan as the more preferred option. These are 
the supporters of peace negotiations and partly, adherents of freezing 
the negotiating process.  

In any event, the supporters of these two proposed options 
comprise the obvious majority - almost 85% of those questioned.  
Similar data has been recorded in other sociological surveys in 
Azerbaijan (4), therefore it is possible to judge the prevailing moods 
in the society.  At the same time among those questioned there are 
those who have lost their belief in the possibility of Azerbaijan’s 
solving the Karabakh problem without serious compromises.  About 
2 % think that the best choice would be for the unification of 
Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh within a federal republic.  About 
3 % of those surveyed believe that it will be impossible to return 
Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan.  That is why more than half of 
these respondents support the idea of exchanging territory, while the 
other half in general considers Azerbaijan’s recognizing the 
independence of Nagorno-Karabakh as the best solution.  The others 
either could not answer or offered other options, which in many 
respects repeated those stated above.  

On a regional basis, the southern regions (Lenkoran and 
Astara), the Absheron peninsula, refugees in Saatly and Sabirabad 
regions as well as respondents from Ganja were radically inclined 
and considerably (68% - 71%) against the provision of any status to 
Nagorno-Karabakh within Azerbaijan.  In the north of the country, 



mainly among Lezgins in the Khachmaz region, the mood however, 
is different; it is in this region that there are more supporters of the 
recognition of the independence of Nagorno-Karabakh - more than 
12%! Traditionally response from the capital has been moderate. 

The long-term ineffectual activity of the international 
organizations, primarily the Minsk group of the OSCE, in solving the 
conflict has already long ago been the subject of well founded 
criticism in Azerbaijan, both on the official level by the authorities, 
and in the society.  On the other hand, we conducted the survey 
during a scheduled phase of the active negotiations which 
traditionally end in failure.  Certainly, all this affected the answers of 
the respondents.  Only 10% of those questioned positively evaluated 
the activity of the international organizations in solving the conflict.  
63% expressed a negative attitude while the rest could not answer.  
On a regional basis, in the north (Guba-Khachmaz regions and in 
Sheki city) there is still belief in the capabilities of the international 
organizations whereas in the south, in the Absheron peninsula, 
refugees and respondents from Ganja, have in many respects lost this 
belief.  In the capital the percentage of those who could not answer 
this question is higher.    
 
 

 7.  Azerbaijan’s Friends and Foes 
 
 

Next came a block of questions which was designed to 
define what countries are friendly and which are hostile towards 
Azerbaijan (Tables 23 - 24).  Predictably and traditionally, Turkey is 
the first among friendly nations (69%).  Russia received twice as few 
voices (32%) as Turkey, but strongly enough settled in second place.  
The third most friendly nation is the USA (29%) which has just 
barely lagged behind Russia.  To this top-three, Georgia (23%) and 
Germany (20%) must also be added.  These five nations collected the 
lion’s share of the voices of the respondents in all three categories, 
precisely showing which countries enjoy the sympathies of the 
population of Azerbaijan.  Also included amongst the friendly 
countries were the United Kingdom, Iran, Ukraine, Pakistan, France, 
Israel and Kazakhstan.  On a regional basis the differences in the 



answers are insignificant, and as a whole correspond to the total 
across the republic.  

The most hostile state towards Azerbaijan was predictably, 
Armenia (67%).  Also not surprisingly, a high percentage of negative 
attitude was displayed against Iran (48%) and France (31%), who 
took third and fourth places accordingly.  The fact remains that 2006 
has stayed in the memories of Azerbaijanis due to the revolt in 
Southern Azerbaijan and the pro-Armenian position of France 
regarding the Karabakh issue.  The most surprising fact, however, 
was something else: Russia, who was second in the list of friendly 
countries, now occupies second place in the list of hostile nations, 
having polled in general 53% of responses.  A similar surprise was 
caused by the inclusion of the USA in the ranks of unfriendly 
nations, having polled quite a few negative votes (27%) and was 
ranked fifth.  

     Thus, the positive attitude towards Turkey and the negative 
one towards Armenia have an absolute character and are natural, 
considering the realities after the disintegration of the USSR and the 
beginning of the Karabakh conflict.  Concerning Russia and the 
USA, and partly Iran, an appreciable polarization and discrepancy 
can be observed in the public opinion, which is connected with those 
conflicts that can be observed in Azerbaijan regarding those 
specified countries in recent years.  The results on regional basis 
coincide practically totally with that which was received during the 
survey on the overall republican level. 

 
 

8. Azerbaijan and the Surrounding World  
 
 

Following that, the respondents were to express their 
attitudes towards particular states, on which Azerbaijan borders or 
has certain mutual relations.  

 
 

8.1. Attitude towards the West 
 

 



After signing the so-called “contract of the century” in 1994 
the attitude of the Azerbaijani public towards specific western 
countries and western companies was rather positive, as was 
reflected in numerous polls in the mid-1990’s.  During this period, 
60 - 65% of the population was pleased with the arrival of western 
oil companies, and only 25 - 27% expressed a negative attitude 
towards them (5).  Therefore, the goal was to learn: whether the 
opinion of the country’s population had changed given the conditions 
of, finally, the opening of the Baku-Tbilisi-Jeyhan pipeline, and the 
inflow of petrodollars into the country (Table 25).  The answers of 
the respondents did not leave any doubt that during the past 12 years 
the opinion of the country’s population has noticeably changed and 
now the activity of western companies, including oil companies, is 
regarded positively by only 27% of the respondents, whereas 39% 
evaluate their activity negatively.  The rest could not answer the 
question or preferred to take a neutral position.  It is remarkable that 
the answers in the regions did not substantially differ, having 
confirmed the objectivity of the situation. 

After this, respondents needed to define their attitude 
towards the policy of the countries of Western Europe in Azerbaijan 
(Table 26).  Here the picture for the West appeared even more 
depressing: only 18% evaluated the policy of the western countries 
with regards to Azerbaijan positively, whereas 41% expressed a 
negative attitude, with the others taking a neutral position or not 
answering.  

In the regions, the highest rate of positive attitudes was 
observed in Sheki (29%) and in the capital (25%), while the most 
negative regions are the southern ones and those heavily populated 
by refugees.  

In the end, the respondents defined their attitude towards the 
policy of the USA in Azerbaijan (Table 27).  Practically identical 
results were observed here: almost 24% evaluated the US policy 
positively whereas about 42% did so negatively, with the rest 
undetermined.  In other words, the negative attitude noticeably 
prevails.  

Answers on a regional basis have shown that the worst 
attitude towards the USA can be observed in the north of the country 
(Guba-Khachmaz regions), in the south (Lenkoran region), and 



amongst refugees in Saatly region and in Ganja where 15 % - 17 % 
of respondents positively responded with regards to the policy of the 
USA in Azerbaijan.  The best attitude was noted in Sheki region, 
where the positive attitude (37%) surpasses the negative one (30%).  
Respondents from the capital were calmer and without strong 
emotions. 

8.2. Attitude towards Russia 
 
 

As Russia plays equally the leading role as both friendly and 
hostile country, it was important to question the respondents once 
again separately about their attitude towards the policy of official 
Moscow in Azerbaijan (Table 28).  Again, we received unexpected 
results: only 15% of respondents positively evaluated Russian policy 
in Azerbaijan, whereas almost half of those questioned (49%) had a 
negative opinion.  Even more surprising were the results on a 
regional basis.  Contrary to the statements of a number of media 
sources, the most negative attitudes towards Russia were observed 
among the respondents in the north, in Guba-Khachmaz region (only 
4% positively responded), in Ganja (about 8%) and in the south, in 
Lenkoran region (11%).  Negatively oriented respondents in these 
locations ranged from 58% up to 63%!  In other words, those living 
in the areas along the Azerbaijani-Russian border and mostly 
focusing on emigration to Russia, have an extremely negatively 
attitude with regards to the policy of official Moscow in the region.  
In the capital and the Absheron peninsula the attitude is more 
moderate: 18% up to 22% positive and from 39% up to 43% 
negative.  

 
 

8.3. Attitude towards Turkey 
 

 
A separate survey on relations with Turkey (Table 29) did 

not change the opinion of the respondents regarding this country: 
almost 54% view its policy positively, while only 16% stated a 
negative attitude towards the policy of this country in Azerbaijan.  
The answers on a regional basis were surprising: notwithstanding the 



publications in the media, respondents in the south of the country, 
living along the Iranian border (Lenkoran and Astara region) and in 
the Absheron peninsula, regarded the policy of Turkey better than 
was expected.  In the capital, Turkey’s reputation has dropped a 
little.  The worst attitude is in Sheki region - here opinions of the 
respondents were almost fifty-fifty: 34% evaluated the Turkish 
policy positively and 33% negatively. 

8.4. Attitude towards Iran 
 
 

Respondents evaluated the policy of Iran in Azerbaijan 
extremely negatively (Table 30): only 12.5 % were positively 
oriented, whereas almost 48% came out negatively against Iran. 
Certainly, severe suppression of the rallies held by southern 
Azerbaijanis by the authorities of Iran in May 2006 affected these 
evaluations.  The reactions of the respondents on a regional basis 
were surprising: in Baku, the Absheron peninsula and in Lenkoran 
region, Iranian policy was regarded positively by 20 % - 22% of 
respondents, whereas 38 % - 41% were of a negative opinion.  In 
other regions of the country the policy of Iran was approved by only 
2 % - 7% of the respondents with up to 60% being of negative 
opinion.    

 
 
8.5. Attitude to the Arab East 

 
 
The countries of the Arab East are poorly represented in 

Azerbaijan and they are mainly associated with the activity of 
Wahhabis or religious missionaries from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. 
Therefore, the evaluation of the Arab world (Table 31) caused the 
greatest difficulty amongst the respondents: about 20% expressed a 
positive opinion, 26 %  - negative, and the majority (54%) either 
could not answer the question or expressed a neutral position.  In 
Ganja city and Saatly region the Arab East was regarded positively, 
but other regions were cautious in their evaluations and the majority 
of respondents preferred to adopt a wait and see attitude.                    

                                                   



 
 9.  Society’s Attitude toward the Country’s Political Leaders 
 
 

At the end of the survey, the respondents were to express 
their attitudes towards Azerbaijani politicians and state and public 
figures.  They were asked to name independently three 
representatives by their importance.  The answers by the respondents 
were surprising.  In the beginning it was necessary to determine 
those figures who were trusted by the respondents (Table 32).  It 
appeared that the majority unconditionally granted first place to 
President Ilham Aliyev.  However, each respondent had to name 
three politicians and in general most of all voices (43%) were given 
to the leader of the opposition party “Musavat”	Isa	Gambar.  Coming 
in second place was Ali Kerimli - the leader of the opposition PFA - 
with 36%. President Ilham Aliyev, as a result, was ranked third with 
33%.  Fourth place was occupied by opposition leader Lala Shovket 
with 31%.  These four emerged as the unconditional political leaders. 
Here it is necessary to pay attention to the following points: out of 
the four leading politicians three represent the opposition camp.  At 
the same time, President Ilham Aliyev has a significant trust credit 
for he appeared first in the answers by the respondents.  In any case, 
these four, in the opinion of those questioned, represent the political 
face of the country today.  

It is interesting to note the names of Farhad Aliyev (6th 
place), who was arrested in October 2005 and is still under 
persecution, and two political refugees - Rasul Guliyev (5th place) 
and Ayaz Mutalibov (7th place).  Two more surprises – the 
appearance on the list of the rather forgotten by the society radical 
Islander Hamidov, which suggests that he (or radicals like him) 
could be in demand. 

If the situation on a regional basis is considered then the 
picture is as follows: President Ilham Aliyev polled almost half of 
the votes (44%) in the capital where his reputation is quite high.  
However this is not the case in the provinces where he received 
fewer votes, and not any votes in Sheki!  

From among the opposition leaders, it is necessary to 
mention Lala Shovket, who received the most votes in the capital, 



having beaten out the president.  However, in the provinces the 
respondents preferred Isa Gambar and Ali Kerimli.  As a whole, 
besides Sheki, northern regions (Khachmaz), southern regions 
(Lenkoran) and the Absheron peninsula are oriented towards the 
opposition.  

Respondents also needed to determine which of the 
politicians, state and public figures they did not trust.  Here the 
indisputable “leaders” emerged as the head of the President’s Office 
Ramiz Mehtiyev (62%), Prime Minister Arthur Rasizade (49%) and 
President Ilham Aliyev (33. 5%).  Thus the latter again appeared in 
first place, in most cases, but then in the general mindset of all votes 
he yielded his superiority. The gap between these three politicians 
and the rest is obvious, which highlights the great mistrust in the 
country’s leaders. It is interesting that the arrested Farhad Aliyev 
appeared on the list, having received fourth place! 

Among opposition leaders, the best positions were taken by 
Lala Shovket	- none of the respondents marked her in first place, and 
in the general mindset, significant trust is expressed in her.  At the 
same time the choice to say “I trust nobody” received very many 
votes.  

The situation on a regional basis was completely 
representative of the data in the previous question.        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

The survey has shown that Azerbaijani society is 
experiencing a quite complex period in its development.  On the one 
hand, the financial status of the population is not so bad.  At least, 
half of the respondents considered themselves in good financial 
condition or as a whole are satisfied with their present financial 
position.  However, only an insignificant part of the population lives 
better than they had expected.  The majority are disappointed, for 
their realities have not coincided with their hopes and expectations.  
The best financial situation can be observed in the capital where as a 
whole optimistic moods prevail.  In the rural areas the situation is 
much worse, and there the level of the dissatisfied and disappointed 
is very high. An especially difficult situation has developed in Sheki 
and also amongst refugees and in the Absheron peninsula.  

The poll has shown that the major problems of the 
population are connected with the insolvability of the Armenian-
Azerbaijani conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh and also with 
unemployment and poverty.  Further on in importance, these are 
followed by such problems as corruption, arbitrariness of the 
officials (local authorities, police), the level and availability of public 
health care and education.  

The new and young President Ilham Aliyev’s coming to 
power in 2003 as a whole caused positive hopes for reforms and the 
improvement of the population’s financial position in the society.  
However, a 2006 survey proved that these hopes, in many respects, 
have disappeared and today in Azerbaijani society, pessimistic 



moods are prevailing.  As a result, if in a 2005 self-assessment of 
characteristic features of the Azerbaijani people positive features 
prevailed, a year later the situation had changed, and the population 
became much more self-critical.  Respondents still believe that 
Azerbaijanis are hardworking, kind and clever.  But to these features 
now there have been added hypocrisy, laziness, and also other traits. 
The greatest disappointment and depression are felt in provinces.  

The growth of such sentiments in the society has been caused 
primarily by the loss of belief in the improvement of the economic 
situation and a solution to the Karabakh conflict.  The survey has 
shown that the majority of the population does not believe in official 
statements and considers the economic situation of the country as 
difficult, even catastrophic.  Only every fifth person believes in a 
possible significant improvement of the economic situation of the 
country in the next five years, the others are pessimistically inclined.  

Even less people believe in an opportunity for the solution, 
especially by peaceful means, of the Karabakh conflict in the near 
future.  Almost 60 percent of respondents supported a military 
solution to the conflict, surpassing three-fold those who have not yet 
lost hope for its peaceful resolution.  Such radically adjusted 
inhabitants of the country oppose granting Nagorno-Karabakh with 
any status within Azerbaijan, even with autonomy.  Refugees and 
provincial residents are especially radically adjusted.  

The survey has also revealed the growth of pessimistic 
moods in the society in relation to the surrounding world.  However, 
the positive attitude towards Turkey and negative one towards 
Armenia have an absolute character and are natural.  Concerning 
other countries, a deep polarization of public opinion can be 
observed.  This primarily concerns three countries - Russia, the USA 
and Iran who occupy the leading places in the lists of both friendly 
and hostile states towards Azerbaijan.  Certainly, this is connected 
mainly with the policy of the specified countries in Azerbaijan that 
certainly affects the opinions of the population of the republic.  At 
the same time, the opinions of respondents were influenced by 
processes going on in the republic. The enthusiastic attitude to the 
West and to the USA was well evident in the 1990’s.  However 
gradually all hopes that were placed in the western countries, and in 
the USA in particular, began to disappear and be replaced with 



negative views.  Today in Azerbaijan there exists a credibility gap 
with the USA, and in general with the countries of the West.  
Primarily, this crisis has captured the provinces of Azerbaijan.  

Attitudes to Iran and Russia are traditionally negative, which 
is connected with their policy in Azerbaijan after the collapse of the 
USSR.  At the same time, a considerable part of the population of 
Azerbaijan all the same positively relates to these neighbors.  But it 
is necessary to note that the often positive attitude towards Russia 
and Iran, and also towards the Islamic world, is a form of protest by 
the population of Azerbaijan against the activity and policies of the 
West, primarily the USA.  

The same discrepancy is also visible in the attitudes of the 
population of the republic towards local political and public figures.  
On the one hand, President Ilham Aliyev is popular enough and 
enjoys a credit of trust, especially in the capital.  At the same time, 
trust in him is not as strong as is often stated in the official media.  
On the contrary, in the provinces the attitude towards Ilham Aliyev is 
rather inconsistent and often negative.  Even more negative attitudes 
prevail to other members of the ruling administration.  

This can explain the fact that out of four politicians who 
polled the lion’s share of votes during the survey, aside from 
President Ilham Aliyev, the remaining three represent the opposition.  
Moreover, in the general mindset, the first two places were taken by 
representatives of the opposition.  However it is necessary to pay 
attention to other facts as well: first, in the list of politicians the 
names of radical politicians emerged which partly testifies to the 
processes going on in Azerbaijani society and the demand for them 
in such a development of public life. On the other hand, the current 
politicians, including the representatives of the traditional opposition, 
have in many respects also lost the trust of the population.  

Thus, the general situation in Azerbaijan, by results of the 
present survey, is as follows. The president of the country enjoys a 
certain trust, but his surroundings and the ruling team as a whole 
does not.  The society as a whole is strongly disappointed by the 
absence of the expected changes both in private and economic life.  
The insolvability of	 the Karabakh conflict has aggravated the 
situation even more.  Pessimism and an absence of trust to traditional 
politicians, a polarization of moods, intolerance and discontent has 



increased.  This process has actually only recently begun and the 
boiling point has not yet been reached.  In this respect it is possible 
to suggest that this survey has revealed the initial stage of these 
negative processes in Azerbaijan. But it is unequivocally clear that if 
the promised reforms are not carried out, economic life is not 
changed and the Karabakh conflict is not solved, then a serious social 
explosion in Azerbaijan cannot be avoided. 

Appendix  

Results of the Sociological Survey  
 

Period: March-July 2006 
Number of the respondents: 971  

 
 
Table 1. Nationality  

 
 Number  % 

1.   Azerbaijanis  838 86,3 
2.   Lezgins  52 5,3 
3.   Talyshs 22 2,3 
4.   Meskhetian Turks  18 1,8 
5.   Russians 15 1,5 
6.   Avars  8 0,8 
7.   Tats  6 0,6 
8.   Georgians 3 0,3 
9.   Ukrainians  3 0,3 
10. Jews  3 0,3 
11. Tatars  2 0,2 
12. Udins  1 0,1 
Total 971 100 

 
       
Table 2. Self-identification of Azerbaijanis in questionnaires: 
 
 



 Number  % 
1. Azerbaijani   476 56,8 
2. Azeri Turk  183 21,8 
3. Azeri  83 9,9 
4. Turk  80 9,5 
5. Azerbaijani Turk   16 1,9 
Total  838 100 
 
 
Table 3. Age groups: 
 

 
 Years of age   Number  % 
18-23  295 30,4 
24-29  214 22,0 
30-39  162 16,7 
40-49  143 14,7 
50-59  110 11,3 
60 and older  47 4,8     
Total  971 100 

 
       
 
Table 4. Gender: 
 
 

 Number  % 
Male  532 54,8 
Female  439 45,2 
Total  971 100 
 

 
 
 

Table 5. Religion: 
 
 

 Number  % 



1. Moslem  842 86,7 
2. Christian  72 7,4 
3. Judaism  52 5,3 
4. Atheist  4 0,4 
5. Other  1 0,1 
Total  971 100 
 

   
Table 6. Education: 
 

 Number % 
1. Higher, including incomplete higher 549 56,5 
2. Secondary, including incomplete  
    secondary  

216 22,2 

3. Specialized secondary or technical  
    education   

118 12,1 

4. Primary  72 7,4 
5. Uneducated  3 0,3 
6. Other  13 1,3 
Total 971 100 

 
 

Table 7. Marital status: 
 

 Number  % 
1. Married  489 50,4 
2. Single 367 37,8 
3. Divorced  72 7,4 
4. Widow (widower)  36 3,7 
5. Rejected to answer 7 0,7 
Total 971 100 
 
 
Table 8. Family size 
 
Number of family members  Number  % 
1   64 6,6 
2   94 9,7 



3  163 16,8 
4  329 33,9 
5  189 19,5 
6  112 11,5 
7  10 1,0 
8  7 0,7 
9  3 0,3 
Total 971 100 
Table 9. Social stand: 
 

 Number  % 
1.  Administrative employee                                              55 5,7 
2.  Health care                                                    82 8,4 
3.  Education and culture                                                         124 12,8 
4.  Trade and service                                                   77 7,9 
5. Industry, transport, construction                     83 8,5 
6.  Agriculture  51 5,2 
7.   Private sector  63 6,5 
8.   Student  167 17,2 
9.   Homestead   23 2,4 
10. Pensioner 39 4,0 
11. Unemployed    181 18,6 
12. Other  26 2,8 
Total  971 100 

 
 

Table 10. Financial stand: 
 

 Number  % 
1.  Very good                                                                6 0,6 
2.  Good  81 8,3 
3.  Satisfactory   73 7,5 
4.  Normal  337 34,7 
5.  Poor         308 31,7 
6.  Very poor   149 15,3 
7.  Cannot answer (skips) 17 1,7 
Total  971 100 
 



Table 11. Type of Housing: 
 

 Number  % 
1. Private house  292 30,0 
2. Apartment  189 19,5 
3. Rental  163 16,8 
4. Dormitory accommodation   69 7,1 
5. No housing  258 26,6 
Total  971 100 
 
Table 12. How Are You Living? 
 

 Number  % 
1. Much better than expected 9 0,9 
2. Better than expected  41 4,2 
3. As expected  257 26,5 
4. Worse than expected  482 49,6 
5. Much worse than expected  173 17,8 
6. No answer (skips) 9 0,9 
Total  971 100 
 
 
 

Table 13. Biggest Personal Problems Currently: 

         
 Number  % 

1. Employment  474 48,8 
2. Corruption  173 17,8 
3. Housing    108 11,1 
4. Attitude of local authorities  94 9,7 
5. Climate  21 2,2 
6. Healthcare (health problems) 18 1,8 
7. Relations with neighbors                                                                      9 0,9 
8. Education (own or relatives’) 6 0,6 
9. Ecological situation   0 0 
10. Other  65 6,7 



Total  971 100 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 14.  What is most important for you today?  
                 Please indicate 3 according to their importance:  1, 2, 3 
 
   
 Importance 

#1 
Importance 

#2 
Importance 

#3 
Total 

number  
%  

1.  Family  181 237 75 493 49,3 
2.  Health     448 11 5 464 46,4 
3.Indepen-
dence of the  
country  

33 85 145 263 26,3 

4.  Fairness  25 89 125 239 23,9 
5.  Welfare    33 89 95 217 21,7 
6.  Security  93 96 20 209 20,9 
7.  Peace  53 97 40 190 19,0 
8.  Love  19 46 114 179 17,9 
9.  Education    10 52 71 133 13,3 
10. Patriotism  22 10 99 121 12,1 
11. Faith  9 62 19 90 9,0 
12. Tolerance  4 3 77 84 8,4 
13. Respect  
      to elder  

11 41 16 68 6,8 

14. Others  23 0 3 26 2,6 
15. Friendship  4 6 7 17 1,7 
16. Decency  3 6 0 9 0,9 
17. Other 0 41 60 101 10,1 



      respond  
 

       
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Table 15. What is unacceptable for you personally? 
                 Please indicate 3 according to their importance:  1, 2, 3 
   
 
 Importance 

# 1 
Importance 

# 2 
Importance 

# 3 
Total 

number  
%  

1. Debauchery  74 191 108 373 37,3 
2. Corruption 49 214 97 360 36,0 
3. Poverty 252 13 40 305 30,5 
4. Sordid 
behavior  

157 93 23 273 27,3 

5. Lawlessness  21 16 220 257 25,7 
6. War  111 103 31 245 24,5 
7.  Jealousy  80 99 45 224 22,4 
8.  Inflexibility  108 64 42 214 21,4 
9. Drug 
addiction and 
alcoholism  

6 53 154 213 21,3 

10.Boorishness                                                                           64 29 56 149 14,9 
11. 
Irresponsibility  

15 37 63 115 11,5 

12. Sickness  4 17 43 64 6,4 
13. Other  30 42 49 121 12,1 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Table 16. Characteristic features of Azerbaijani people.  
                 Please indicate 3 according to their importance:  1, 2, 3 
   
 Importance 

 # 1 
Importance 

# 2 
Importance 

# 3 
Total 

numbers 
%  

1.  Diligence    134 185 42 361 36,1 
2.  Kindness  286 26 17 329 32,9 
3.  Hypocrisy  34 66 131 231 23,1 
4.  Wisdom  60 93 68 221 22,1 
5.  Laziness  55 26 129 210 21,0 
6.Tactfulness  83 98 17 198 19,8 
7  Hospitality  27 111 47 185 18,5 
8.  Anger  71 49 39 159 15,9 
9.  Modesty  20 89 44 153 15,3 
10.Impdence  30 38 74 142 14,2 
11.Inclination to 
Narcissism  

28 39 56 123 12,3 

12 Patriotism  10 2 106 118 11,8 
13. Talent  64 10 30 104 10,4 
14. Cunning  12 16 25 53 5,3 
15.Self-criticism  3 25 24 52 5,2 
16.Nationalism  4 26 3 33 3,3 
17. Tolerance  15 3 13 31 3,1 
18. Craftiness  0 13 16 29 2,9 
19.Cowardice  0 17 9 26 2,6 
20. Enterprising 3 6 9 18 1,8 
21.Generosity  1 1 14 16 1,6 
22. Militancy  4 4 7 15 1,5 
23. Bravery   8 1 5 14 1,4 
24.Peace 
lovingness  

1 2 10 13 1,3 

25. Honesty  1 2 9 12 1,2 
26. Politeness  0 0 3 3 0,3 
27.Aggresiveness  0 1 1 2 0,2 
28. Frankness  0 0 1 1 0,1 
29.Stinginess  0 0 1 1 0,1 
30. Other  8 21 9 38 3,9 



 
                                                                               

 

  Table 17. The Most Pressing Problems of Azerbaijan:   
         Number  % 

1. Karabakh conflict         566 58,3 
2. Unemployment  178 18,3 
3. Democratization process  73 7,5 
4. Regional rivalries among other 
powers  

44 4,5 

5. Corruption  39 4,0 
6. Relations between the authorities 
and opposition  

38 3,9 

7. Outward migration  22 2,3 
8. Lack of national unity  5 0,5 
9. Islamic factor  2 0,2 
10. Interethnic relations  1 0,1 
11. Other  3 0,3 
Total 971 100 

                                                                                                                  
     
 

     Table 18. How Would You Evaluate the Economic Situation 
in Azerbaijan? 
 
              

         Number  % 
1. Perfect  9 0,9 
2. Good  278 28,6 
3. Heavy 280 28,8 
4. Catastrophic  198 20,4 
5. Cannot answer  157 16,2 
6. Other  38 3,9 
Total  971 100 
                          
     
 



          
 
 
Table 19. Do You Believe that the Economic Situation in 
Azerbaijan will Improve Over the Next 5 years? 
 

         Number  % 
1. Yes  182 18,7 
2. No 414 42,6 
3. Do not know 370 38,1 
4. Other answer  5 0,5 
Total 971 100 
 
Table 20.  What are the Preferable Ways of Solving the 
Karabakh Conflict? 

                   
 Number  % 

1. Continuation of negotiations 181 18,6 
2. Militarily 579 59,6 
3. Freezing the conflict  86 8,8 
4. Do not know  37 3,8 
5. Other  88 9,1 
Total  971 100 
 
 
Table 21. What are the Most Acceptable Solutions of the 
Karabakh Conflict 
 

 Количество % 
1. Nagorno-Karabakh being under the sovereignty 
of Azerbaijan and the liquidation of autonomy  

579 59,6 

2. Nagorno-Karabakh being under the sovereignty 
of Azerbaijan with high autonomous status  

241 24,8 

3. Nagorno-Karabakh and Azerbaijan within a 
federal republic  

17 1,7 

4. Territorial exchange 16 1,6 
5. Azerbaijan recognizes the independence of 
Nagorno-Karabakh  

12 1,2 

6. Nagorno-Karabakh joins Armenia 0 0 
7. Other  16 1,6 



8. Do not know 90 9,3 
Total  971 100 
 
Table 22. Please Evaluate the Activity of International 
Organizations in the Solution of the Karabakh Conflict 

 
 Number  % 

1. Positive  96 9,9 
2. Negative  617 63,5 
3. Difficult to answer 231 23,8 
4. Other  27 2,8 
Total  971 100 
 
   
Table 23.    Please Indicate the Most Friendly States to 
Azerbaijan.  Please Indicate 3 According to Their Importance:  
1, 2, 3 
 

 

 Importance 
# 1 

Importance 
# 2 

Importance 
# 3 

Total 
number  %  

1. Turkey  396 95 199 690 69,0 
2. Russia  124 88 106 318 31,8 
3. USA 105 99 83 287 28,7 
4. Georgia  17 54 161 232 23,2 
5. Germany  19 120 58 197 19,7 
6. United 
    Kingdom  0 51 28 79 7,9 

7. Iran       0 53 4 57 5,7 
8. Ukraine  9 21 22 52 5,2 
9. Pakistan  3 0 24 27 2,7 
10.France  10 4 3 17 1,7 
11.Israel  1 1 6 8 0,8 
12.Kazakhstan  0 0 4 4 0,4 
13.Other states  24 14 23 61 6,1 
14. There is not 
       any 7 6 19 32 3,2 



15. Cannot  
      answer  33 24 41 98 9,8 

 
  Table 24.  Please Indicate the Most Hostile States to Azerbaijan. 
Please Indicate 3 According to Their Importance:  1, 2, 3   
 

 
 Importance 

# 1 
Importance 

# 2 
Importance  

# 3 
Total 

number  
%  

1. Armenia  217 283 166 666 66,6 
2. Russia 303 102 98 533 53,3 
3. Iran    124 203 156 483 48,3 
4. France  14 107 192 313 31,3 
5. USA 135 65 70 270 27,0 
6. Germany  19 2 71 92 9,2 
7. United 
    Kingdom  

7 27 49 83 8,3 

8. Georgia  5 13 33 51 5,1 
9. Turkey  22 0 7 29 2,9 
10.Other 
     states  

33 3 0 36 3,6 

11.Cannot  
     answer  

21 19 23 63 6,3 

 
                                                     
                      

 
Table  25. Your Opinion about the Activity of Western, 
Including Oil, Companies in Azerbaijan: 
 

 
  Number  % 
1. Positive  265 27,3 
2. Negative  379 39,0 
3. Neutral  174 17,9 
4. Cannot answer/Do not know 153 15,8 



Total 971 100 
 

                                                                     
                                                                       

Table 26. Your opinion about the policy of Western European 
states in Azerbaijan: 
 

 
 Number % 

1. Positive  177 18,2 
2. Negative  401 41,3 
3. Neutral  231 23,8 
4. Cannot answer / do not know 162 16,7 
Total 971 100 

 
             

 
Table 27. Your opinion about the policy of the USA in Azerbaijan: 
 

 
 Number  % 

1. Positive  232 23,9 
2. Negative  407 41,9 
3. Neutral  211 21,7 
4. Cannot answer/ do not know 121 12,5 
Total 971 100 

 
             

                                           
Table 28. Your opinion about the policy of Russia in Azerbaijan: 
 

 
 Number % 

1. Positive  148 15,2 
2. Negative  478 49,2 
3. Neutral  207 21,3 
4. Cannot answer/ do not know 138 14,2 
Total 971 100 



 
 
 
 

Table 29. Your opinion about the policy of Turkey in Azerbaijan: 
 

 
 

          Number  % 
1. Positive  521 53,7 
2. Negative 158 16,3 
3. Neutral  210 21,6 
4. Cannot answer / do not know 82 8,4 
Total  971 100 

 
 

 
Table 30. Your opinion about the policy of Iran in Azerbaijan: 
 

 
 Number % 

1. Positive 121 12,5 
2. Negative 463 47,7 
3. Neutral  296 30,5 
4. Cannot answer/ do not know 91 9,4 
Total  971 100 

 
 

 
Table 31. Your opinion about the policy of Arab East in Azerbaijan: 
 

 
 Number % 

1. Positive  193 19,9 
2. Negative 253 26,1 
3. Neutral  385 39,6 
4. Cannot answer/ do not know 140 14,4 
Total  971 100 



                                                                        
 
 
    Table 32. Which of the Following Azerbaijani Politicians, 
National and Public figures do you Trust? Please Indicate 3 
According to Their Importance:  1, 2, 3 
                                                          

                                                 

 Importance  
# 1 

Importance 
# 2 

Importance 
# 3 

Total 
number  %  

1.  Isa Gambar  240 163 25 428 42,8 
2.  Ali Kerimli  63 223 74 360 36,0 
3.  Ilham Aliyev  312 0 8 320 32,0 
4.  Lala Shovket  91 58 157 306 30,6 
5.  Rasul  
     Guliyev  12 29 198 239 23,9 

6.  Farhad 
     Aliyev  26 40 73 139 13,9 

7.  Ayaz  
     Mutalibov                                                            14 11 88 113 11,3 

8. Sheikh-ul-
Islam Pashazade                                              29 33 7 69 6,9 

9.   Arthur  
      Rasizadeh                                                            0 35 8 43 4,3 

10. Etibar  
      Mamedov  4 4 34 42 4,2 

11. Iskender  
      Hamidov  30 2 4 36 3,6 

12. Ramiz  
      Mehtiyev                                                            0 11 10 21 2,1 

13. Other 17 28 4 49 4,9 
14. Trust    
      nobody  78 48 40 166 16,6 

15. Cannot  
     answer  12 96 98 206 20,6 

                      
            
              



                                    
                                                                          

  Table 33. Which of the Following Azerbaijani Politicians, 
National and Public Figures you do not Trust? Please Indicate 3 
According to Their Importance:  1, 2, 3 
 

     

 Importance  
# 1 

Importance 
# 2 

Importance 
# 3 

Total 
number  %  

1.  Ramiz  
     Mehtiyev                                                             168 266 185 619 61,9 

2.  Arthur  
     Rasizadeh                                                             228 206 55 489 48,9 

3.  Ilham  
     Aliyev                                                                275 42 18 335 33,5 

4.  Farhad  
     Aliyev                                                              40 37 116 193 19,3 

5.  Etibar 
     Mamedov 4 24 162 188 18,8 

6. Sheikh-ul 
    Islam  
    Pashazade                                              

18 48 115 181 18,1 

7.  Rasul 
     Guliyev  27 38 76 141 14,1 

8.  Isa Gambar  87 24 14 125 12,5 

9.  Ayaz  
     Mutallibov                                                              9 50 47 106 10,6 

10. Ali Kerimli  21 35 25 81 8,1 
11. Lala 
     Shovket  0 45 25 70 7,0 

12. Other  24 15 17 56 5,6 
13. Trust  
      nobody  67 77 53 197 19,7 

14. Cannot  
      answer  33 64 63 160 16,0 

      
              



                           
      
        CONCLUSION 
 
After gaining independence in 1991, Azerbaijan has traveled 

along a path full of drama and tragic events. It was, certainly, a very 
difficult road, but today we may say with confidence that the 
achievement of independence has been a success. It is impossible to 
imagine that in the XXI century Azerbaijan will again meet with 
events similar to those of April 1920 when the young Republic of 
Azerbaijan collided with a great number of conflicts inside and 
outside the country and, failing to cope with them, fell after its 23 
month-long independence.  

The second attempt appears to be more successful, outwardly 
even very successful.  According to the official propaganda, present-
day Azerbaijan has managed to solve all the problems it used to face, 
has gotten noticeably stronger, and nowadays is a stable and 
prospering republic and a regional leader. Juggling the statistical 
data, the authorities of Azerbaijan proudly pontificate about the 
highest rate of growth in gross national product in the post-Soviet 
space, the sharp reduction of the number of poor segments of the 
population and about many other achievements in the republic during 
recent years.  

However our research does not confirm this iridescent picture of 
a prospering country and regional leader.  Actually, none of the 
problems the country faced in 1991 after gaining independence have 
been solved.  Moreover, new problems have also been added to the 
traditional ones.  First of all, these include the most important 
problem in the country - the conflict with Armenia over Nagorno-
Karabakh, which remains still a “frozen” conflict.  The hopes of 
official Baku, that by means of oil contracts and the attraction of 
multi-billion dollar investments into the country it would be possible 
to achieve a turning point in the solution of the Karabakh conflict, 
were not realized. The international community has not compelled 
Armenia to withdraw from the occupied Azerbaijani territories, and 
has not even recognized it as an aggressor.  Refugees and IDP’s, 
strongly radicalized, have	 also become the social support of the 
opposition which skillfully accuses the authorities of betraying 



national interests. The negotiating process has not led to the solution 
of the conflict, and Azerbaijan is not ready to go to war.  Thus, the 
Karabakh conflict continues to hang over the country like the Sword 
of Damocles.  

There also remain other external threats to the security of the 
country.  Relations with Russia are still unstable.  They are still 
ambiguous, inconsistent and not balanced.  Moreover, if during 
Heydar Aliyev’s presidency official Baku managed to escape critical 
points in the development of mutual relations, Ilham Aliyev has not 
managed to keep the balance, and today Russian-Azerbaijani relations 
are cause for a well founded alarm.  In fact, approximately a quarter of 
all citizens of Azerbaijan are living and working in Russia.  Moreover, 
very much depends on the position of the Kremlin both on the 
question of a solution to the Karabakh conflict, and the situation in 
Azerbaijan. 

  Azerbaijani-Iranian relations have also assumed an even more 
confused and complex character, especially in light of the 
intensification of interest surrounding the Iranian nuclear program. At 
the same time, Azerbaijanis represent the second largest ethnic group 
in Iran and this circumstance aggravates the conflict of interests even 
more. For Azerbaijan, the Iranian factor has become the most serious 
problem representing a real danger in the immediate term future.  
Actually, Azerbaijan sits between two fires.  That is to say, the USA 
unofficially exerts pressure upon official Baku to let it allow the usage 
of its territory in a possible conflict with Iran, and even for Azerbaijan 
to become a part of the anti-Iranian coalition.  But in that case, Iran 
will strike back against Azerbaijan. Let alone the fact that already 
today Iran, due to its own interests, aspires to influence the actively of 
some national minorities and the religious situation in Azerbaijan.  

In such a situation, it appears that a serious counterbalance 
against the abovementioned external threats could come via support 
from the West, primarily the USA.  In fact, during the whole period 
since gaining independence Azerbaijan has adhered to a pro-Western 
orientation. However here again the situation for Azerbaijan is not so 
unambiguous. On the one hand, Azerbaijan is formally integrated 
into Europe, under great influence from the USA, and gaining 
membership in NATO is considered to be only a matter of time. But, 
on the other hand, anti-western sentiments have begun to grow in 



Azerbaijan, especially after 2003. The double standard concerning 
the falsifications of the elections and the repression thereafter, as 
well as the open support by official Washington of Ilham Aliyev’s 
coming to power should naturally have affected affect the attitudes 
towards the USA amongst the society. The situation again repeated 
itself during the next parliamentary “elections” of 2005 that has 
undermined trust even more on the issue of “US and Western support 
of democracy in Azerbaijan”. 

Today it is obvious that the republic has become a hostage of its 
own oil: the authorities uncontrollably dispose of the huge profits from 
oil-and-gas sales and do not show the political will to carry out 
democratic transformations in the country. The stable delivery of 
energy resources from the Caspian region is the primary goal of the 
USA and the countries of Western Europe. This position is fraught 
with grave consequences, both for our republic, and for interests of the 
western countries. In fact, along with Turkey, Azerbaijan is a kind of 
bridge between East and West, and between the Islamic and Christian 
civilizations. The further growth of anti-western sentiments could lead 
to a social explosion with obvious religious and cultural undertones.   

One more possibility for potential conflict is the religious factor, 
which is absolutely distinct and makes itself known even more 
strongly. Today Islam, most of all, in its political hypostasis, is 
playing a greater and greater role in Azerbaijan. Thus it is necessary 
to note that the intensification of political Islam is closely connected 
not only with the situation within the country, but is also a reflection 
of foreign political processes. If before in the geopolitical 
confrontation between East and West, conflicts around the religious 
factor did not touch Azerbaijan so strongly, now certain events in the 
world connected with Islam are reacted to with great enthusiasm in 
the republic. In other words, Azerbaijan has become part of the 
geopolitical confrontation between East and West, between 
Christianity and Islam.  In such a situation today it is not difficult to 
predict the further growth pro-Islamic attitudes. And in connection 
with this it is impossible to be sure that political Islam will not play a 
role at a certain stage of development within or outside of 
Azerbaijan. On the contrary, today this factor is becoming one of the 
most serious threats and challenges for Azerbaijan, especially while 
considering the short-term and long-term prospects for the country. 



In fact, a spiritual crisis can be distinctly observed in the society. The 
society was dissuaded from western liberal values and at the same 
time rejects the campaign imposed by the authorities of planting a 
cult of personality around Heydar Aliyev.  Against a background of 
the insolvability of the Karabakh conflict, foreign political problems 
and challenges, full vulnerability in front of legal arbitrariness and a 
difficult social and economic situation in the country, the increasing 
role and influence of political Islam cannot be considered unexpected 
or unreal.  

Domestic problems remain unsolved. The all-consuming 
corruption and monopolies hamper the development of a free market 
economy, and the establishment of a middle class and increasing 
income for the population. Poverty and unemployment continue to 
remain serious problems for the country. There is also cause for 
concern given the situation in the inter-ethnic sphere. And as 
Azerbaijan is a multinational country, harmony in this sphere and 
understanding in its all complexity is very important. Stability is very 
unsteady and is based on the established authoritarian-repressive 
method in the country. The majority of national minorities live in a 
province where the authority of local executive bodies is boundless, 
as it was in the days of the USSR, and the rights of citizens are 
extremely limited.  

The authorities of Azerbaijan have still not precisely formulated 
a concept of national and religious policy, and they attempt to refrain 
from the decision of addressing problems or simply to let them 
persist. The situation is aggravated by the difficult social and 
economic situation in provinces. The process of reviving the ethnic 
consciousness of national minorities is at an initial stage. At the same 
time, in the process of Azerbaijan’s integration into international 
structures and the development of the society, inevitably the question 
on the expansion of the rights of national minorities will arise. The 
circumstance of the country leaders’ having refrained from a solution 
to the existing problems in the inter-ethnic sphere can have serious 
consequences in the long run.  

However, the most important threat to present-day Azerbaijan is 
the existing political system. In any state and society there are 
conflict situations and threats, the decisions regarding and prevention 
of which are made through the functioning political system. If it is 



democratic and legal and consequently stable and flexible enough, it 
can prevent rising threats and reduce conflict situations. However, if 
the political system does not adhere to modern realities, if it is 
authoritarian, suppresses opposing views and instilling fear then 
sooner or later it will not be able to absorb the impacts from the 
external and internal  conflicts inside and will not be capable to solve 
the existing problems and conflicts in the country. 

In this respect the situation in Azerbaijan gives cause for serious 
concern.  In fact, the modern political system was inherited by 
Azerbaijani society from the USSR, and one of the priorities at the 
beginning of the post-Soviet period was the necessity to replace it. 
However, the Popular Front of Azerbaijan and its leaders during their 
short-term period of power did not manage to fundamentally change 
the political system. And Heydar Aliyev, who came to power in 
1993, preferred the preservation of the Soviet political system. The 
only thing that changed was the name: the party in power “Yeni 
Azerbaijan” (New Azerbaijan) in practice is an exact copy of the 
former Communist Party of Azerbaijan, preserving the former party 
structure and methods of operation.  In due course, Heydar Aliyev 
began to make some changes to the Soviet system, adapting it for 
himself, his family and the clan created on a family-regional	basis.  

Thus, at the beginning of the 21st century an eastern variation of 
the modified Soviet political system has been established in 
Azerbaijan. There is still a de facto Central Committee of the 
Communist Party (now renamed as the Presidential office). In the 
provinces all authority is concentrated in hands of the heads of the 
regional committees of the Communist Party appointed by the 
president (now - executive bodies). The Cabinet and parliament are 
executors of the will of the Presidential Office and do not play any 
role in the life of the country.  Neither do local municipalities.  

The main feature of this system, during Heydar Aliyev’s time, 
was the strict centralization, when all processes depended on the 
decision of the president. At the same time, Heydar Aliyev 
recognized the necessity of the presence of certain democratic 
institutions on behalf of the opposition parties, the media and the 
civil sector.  As a result, he created an authoritarian political system 
with elements of imitating democracy.  



However, Ilham Aliyev from the very beginning of his rule 
headed down the path of the “Uzbekistanization” of the country with 
severe suppression of opposing views. As a result, the traditional 
democratic opposition has been crushed and does not play any 
significant role. The civil sector is in an embryonic state and neither 
has any influence on the society. The authorities diligently supervise 
the flow of information.  There are no conditions for development of 
a market economy or free business.  The situation in the field of 
human rights has worsened even more. Modern Azerbaijan reminds 
one more and more of an eastern Arab monarchy with elements of 
imitating democracy.  Stability has an illusory character and is 
maintained through the fear of the population in the face of 
repression. However, the weakness of the present political system 
and ruling clan lies here. Practice shows that by the slightest external 
challenge or threat, in such a society there will inevitably be 
centrifugal tendencies, and it will lead to destabilization. All this 
should be cause a well founded alarm for the future of Azerbaijan. 
Especially, when the stream of petrodollars in the years ahead will be 
noticeably reduced, and eventually disappear.  

Today it is obvious that the political system dominating over 
Azerbaijan is the basic threat to stability of the country. Most of the 
problems in the country, and even outside of it, but connected with it, 
are not possible to solve without the replacement of the system 
dominating over Azerbaijan.  
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