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Azerbaijan as a Middle Power

In recent years Azerbaijan has increasingly emerged as a state with expanding
regional influence and the capacity to contribute to selected areas of the global
agenda, thereby supporting its characterization as a middle power. During a
government meeting held on May 25, 2026, President of the Republic of Azerbaijan,
Ilham Aliyev emphasized Azerbaijan’s growing international relevance by noting the
increasing number of countries seeking cooperation with Baku. According to the
president, Azerbaijan enjoys a strong international reputation and positive global
image and is already being recognized internationally as a middle power.! This
statement once again highlighted the importance of factually and conceptually
substantiating Azerbaijan’s emergence as a middle power, a topic that has
increasingly attracted attention in academic circles.

Despite ongoing debates regarding their precise classification, a broad consensus has
emerged that states such as Turkiye, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Saudi Arabia, Brazil,
Mexico, Indonesia, Canada, Australia, Sweden, the Netherlands, Norway, Malaysia,
Argentina, South Africa, and others can be regarded as middle powers. Traditionally,
middle powers were identified primarily on the basis of material indicators such as
territorial size, population, and economic or military capabilities. However,
contemporary approaches place greater emphasis on factors such as international
engagement, participation in multilateral institutions, involvement in conflict
resolution and dispute settlement processes, as well as geostrategic location and
diplomatic influence.

The concept of middle powers dates back to Renaissance ltaly. In the sixteenth
century, diplomat and scholar Giovanni Botero used the terms grandissime,
menzano, and piccioli to distinguish between great, middle, and small states, arguing
that menzano states possessed sufficient strength and authority to maintain
themselves independently without relying on outside assistance. The term regained
prominence after the Second World War through the efforts of Australian and
Canadian diplomats and scholars seeking to define a meaningful role for their
countries within the United Nations and other multilateral institutions. In fact, at the
San Francisco conference establishing the UN, Australian Minister for External Affairs
Herbert Evatt used the concept to describe states that, because of their resources
and geographical position, could play an important role in maintaining security across
different regions of the world.?

!Apa.az President Ilham Aliyev: Azerbaijan is already recognized globally as a middle power, 25 May, 2026, available
at: (Accessed: May 26, 2026)
https://en.apa.az/official-news/president-ilham-aliyev-azerbaijan-is-already-recognized-globally-as-a-middle-power-
508421
2 Patrick S. The Middle Power Moment, carnegieendowment.org, January 20, 2026, available at:
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/01/the-middle-power-moment (Accessed: May 26, 2026)
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In the theory of international relations, the concept of a “middle power” generally
refers to states that, although possessing more limited material resources compared
to great powers, actively participate in regional and global initiatives, engage in
humanitarian activities and mediation efforts, promote multilateral diplomacy, and
contribute to strengthening international cooperation. Middle powers are positioned
between small states and dominant global powers. Although they are not
superpowers, they possess enough economic capacity and political influence to
affect regional and international affairs, particularly when they pursue coordinated
and cooperative policies.®> Scholar Marijke Breuning characterizes middle powers as
states whose influence derives less from the projection of extensive military power
and more from their diplomatic capacity. According to Breuning, such states play an
active role in promoting international norms and strengthening peace.*

A more contemporary approach to the behavior of middle powers in international
politics has been proposed by Andrew F. Cooper, who explains middle-power
activism through the concept of “niche diplomacy.” Cooper argues that middle
powers seek to maximize their influence in the international system by concentrating
their diplomatic resources on specific areas such as energy security, mediation,
multilateral diplomacy, and regional cooperation. According to this perspective,
rather than attempting to be active across all domains, they focus on particular policy
niches where they can exercise greater influence in international politics.>

Based on this theoretical framework, Azerbaijan’s foreign policy initiatives in recent
years suggest that the country has increasingly positioned itself as a middle power.
Following the 44-day war of September-November 2020 and the anti-terror
operations carried out by Azerbaijan in September 2023 within its previously
occupied territories, Azerbaijan restored its territorial integrity and created the
foundations for strengthening its long-term security and stability. The emergence of
a new status quo in the South Caucasus also generated a transformed regional
environment that has significantly reinforced Azerbaijan’s evolving role as a middle
power. At the same time, the resolution of the nearly three-decade-long conflict
removed one of the principal constraints limiting Azerbaijan’s ability to pursue a
more active and multidimensional foreign policy. In the post-war period, Azerbaijan
advanced a regional peace agenda and initiated a normalization process with
Armenia aimed at establishing long-term stability and cooperation in the South
Caucasus. These efforts culminated in the signing of the Washington Declaration in

SWulf H. The Role of Middle Powers in the Global Disorder, toda.org, April 03, 2026, available at:
https://toda.org/publications/policy-briefs-and-reports/report-292-full-text/ (Accessed: May 26, 2026)
4Breuning, M., Foreign Policy Analysis: A Comparative Introduction, Palgrave Macmillan, 2007, p. 150
SCooper, Andrew F., Richard A. Higgott and Kim Richard Nossal, Relocating Middle Powers: Australia and Canada
in a Changing World Order, Vancouver: UBC Press, 1993, pp. 19-24.
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August 2025, which marked an important milestone in the regional peace process
and further strengthened Azerbaijan’s international diplomatic profile.

Azerbaijan’s active engagement in multilateral diplomacy, support for regional and
international initiatives, and role in organizing dialogue platforms and mediation
efforts constitute important indicators in this regard. In particular, Azerbaijan’s
election as a non-permanent member of the United Nations Security Council (2012-
2013), its chairmanship of the Non-Aligned Movement (2019-2023) and of the
Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia (2024-2026),
its active participation within organizations such as the Organization of Turkic States,
the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and other international institutions, and its
hosting of such majorinternational events as COP29 and WUF13 represent significant
examples of its growing role in international diplomacy. During this period,
Azerbaijan has actively promoted multilateral cooperation, international solidarity,
and the collective resolution of global challenges.

One of the key factors shaping Azerbaijan’s role as a middle power is its geostrategic
location and regional connectivity potential. Situated at the intersection of Europe,
Central Asia, and the Middle East, Azerbaijan has become a significant transit and
logistics hub in the Eurasian region. In this context, its role in the development of the
Middle Corridor has enabled the country to act as a connecting actor between
different geopolitical spaces. As such, Azerbaijan functions as a transit state
contributing to the expansion of economic and transport links along both the East-
West and North-South axes. In the post-conflict period, the regional connectivity
agenda gained additional momentum through the prospective opening of the
Zangezur Corridor, which was institutionalized within the framework of the
Washington Declaration under the designation TRIPP (Trump Route for International
Peace and Prosperity). Against the backdrop of disruptions in traditional transport
and supply chains caused by the Russia-Ukraine war and escalating instability in the
Middle East, Azerbaijan’s strategic importance as a transit and connectivity hub has
increased significantly. The Middle corridor is expected to contribute to regional
economic integration, enhance connectivity between the South Caucasus and
broader Eurasian markets, and strengthen alternative Eurasian transport and trade
routes.

Another important dimension is Azerbaijan’s position in the field of energy
diplomacy. As a country endowed with substantial hydrocarbon resources,
Azerbaijan has emerged as a key actor in regional and global energy security through
the implementation of large-scale energy projects. In particular, strategic energy
infrastructure initiatives such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, the Baku-Tbilisi-
Erzurum gas pipeline, and the Southern Gas Corridor megaproject strengthened
Azerbaijan’s position as a reliable energy partner for Europe. It should be added that
against the backdrop of growing concerns over energy security in Europe in recent
4



years, Azerbaijan’s role in this field has further increased. At the same time,
Azerbaijan has promoted a green energy agenda and invested in the development of
renewable energy resources, including solar and wind energy projects. Initiatives
such as the Garadagh Solar Power Plant, the Khizi-Absheron Wind Power Project, and
the Black Sea Submarine Cable project demonstrate Azerbaijan’s ambition to position
itself not only as a hydrocarbon exporter, but also as an emerging regional hub for
green energy and sustainable connectivity.

Azerbaijan’s progress in the fields of energy transition, renewable energy
development, and climate policy received international recognition when the
country was selected to host COP29 during the 28th session of the Conference of the
Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP28)
held in Dubai in December 2023. The COP29 conference, held in Baku on 11-22
November 2024, became the largest international event ever organized by
Azerbaijan and brought together approximately 76,000 participants, including more
than 80 heads of state and government. One of the conference’s most significant
achievements was the adoption of the “New Collective Quantified Goal on Climate
Finance,” which envisaged increasing climate finance for developing countries to
$1.3 trillion annually by 2035, alongside the full operationalization of Article 6 of the
Paris Agreement on international carbon markets after a decade of unresolved
negotiations.®

Middle powers generally pursue an activist foreign policy approach, engaging in
international issues that extend beyond theirimmediate national interests. Although
they do not intervene in every conflict, they tend to participate more actively in
global affairs than non-middle-power states with comparable capabilities. Their
foreign policies are often oriented toward reducing international tensions and
managing conflicts through cooperation with like-minded states, with the aim of
achieving practical compromises and consensus-based solutions.” In this context,
Azerbaijan’s diplomatic initiatives and mediation efforts further reinforce its
emerging role as a middle power. By hosting dialogue platforms among various
regional and global actors, Baku contributes to the promotion of international
cooperation. Between 2018 and 2020, Azerbaijan hosted several high-level meetings
between NATO representatives and Russian military officials, thereby providing a
neutral platform for communication during a period of heightened tensions between
Russia and the West. The meetings held in Baku focused on issues such as European
security, military risk reduction, counterterrorism, and regional crises in Syria and
Afghanistan. Azerbaijan also continued its mediation-oriented diplomatic approach

® President.az, Azerbaijan's COP29 Presidency,available at:https:/president.az/en/pages/view/azerbaijan/cop29
(Accessed: May 26, 2026)

"Jordaan E. (2003). The Concept of a Middle Power in International Relations: Distinguishing between Emerging and
Traditional Middle Powers. Politikon: South African Journal of Political Studies, 30(1), 165-181. Available at:
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/soss_research/394
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in 2025 by hosting meetings involving representatives of Tlrkiye and Israel, as well
as talks between Syrian and Israeli representatives on military deconfliction
mechanisms in Syria. These initiatives have further strengthened Azerbaijan’s image
as a pragmatic diplomatic actor and a platform for regional communication and
dialogue.

Furthermore, middle powers are often characterized by their efforts to maintain
strategic autonomy and avoid excessive dependence on major powers or rigid
alliance structures. Unlike small states, which frequently align closely with stronger
actors for security and economic reasons, middle powers generally seek to pursue
more balanced, multidimensional, and flexible foreign policies. In this regard,
strategic autonomy and the ability to independently formulate foreign policy
priorities are considered important features of middle-power behavior.® This logic is
particularly visible in the foreign policies of states such as Tiirkiye, Pakistan, Brazil,
and Indonesia, which attempt to balance relations among competing global actors
while preserving room for strategic maneuverability. Similarly, Azerbaijan’s balanced
and multi-vector foreign policy, cooperation with diverse geopolitical centers, and
avoidance of bloc-based alignment can be conceptually associated with the foreign
policy behavior typically attributed to emerging middle powers.

Initiatives in multiculturalism and intercultural dialogue, together with the
organization of international forums and summits, have enabled Azerbaijan to
position itself as an important platform for dialogue and cooperation on the
international stage. As a multiethnic and multi-religious state where national
minorities and freedom of religion are protected and respected, traditions of
tolerance and multicultural coexistence constitute an integral part of Azerbaijani
society. In this context, Azerbaijan launched the “Baku Process” in 2008 with the aim
of promoting intercultural and inter-civilizational dialogue among different regions,
cultures, and religions. Within the framework of this initiative, Baku has hosted
numerous international events, including the World Forum on Intercultural Dialogue,
the Global Baku Forum, and various conferences dedicated to multiculturalism,
religious tolerance, and international cooperation. These initiatives have
strengthened Azerbaijan’s image as a bridge between East and West, as well as
between the Islamic world and Europe, thereby enhancing its soft power and
international visibility. Against this backdrop, Azerbaijan may be described, using the
terminology of Marijke Breuning, as a “norm entrepreneur,” namely an actor that
actively contributes to the promotion and diffusion of international norms, which
constitutes one of the defining characteristics of middle-power diplomacy.®

As a middle power, Azerbaijan’s multidimensional diplomacy aims not only to
safeguard national interests but also to contribute to the formation of a more

8 Holbraad C. Middle Powers in International Politics (London: Macmillan, 1984), pp. 13-25.
°Breuning M. Foreign Policy Analysis: A Comparative Introduction (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p.150
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equitable and multilateral international order. In this context, Azerbaijan has sought
to expand cooperation with Global South countries, promote anti-colonial initiatives
through the Baku Initiative Group, and actively participate in efforts to combat
Islamophobia within the framework of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation.
During its chairmanship of the Non-Aligned Movement, Azerbaijan played an active
role in addressing the global consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic by initiating a
Special Session of the United Nations General Assembly dedicated to the fight against
coronavirus, an initiative supported by more than 150 UN member states. Azerbaijan
also provided humanitarian and financial assistance to over 30 countries and
allocated voluntary financial aid to the World Health Organization, with part of the
funding directed toward NAM member states. These initiatives contributed to
Azerbaijan’s growing engagement with the Global South and its increasing emphasis
on issues such as anti-neocolonialism, international solidarity, and support for
developing countries.

Alongside its diplomatic activism and growing international engagement, Azerbaijan
has also strengthened its middle-power profile through the development of
significant military and economic capabilities. Although middle-power status is not
determined solely by military strength, a number of scholars emphasize that material
capabilities, including economic resources and defense capacity, remain important
factors shaping the international influence of middle powers. In this regard,
Azerbaijan has substantially modernized its armed forces and increased its defense
capabilities over the past two decades, while simultaneously enhancing its economic
resilience through energy exports, infrastructure development, and strategic transit
projects. The 44-day war in 2020 demonstrated Azerbaijan’s military superiority and
operational effectiveness, particularly through the extensive use of advanced military
technologies and unmanned aerial systems. The outcome of the war not only
enabled Azerbaijan to restore its territorial integrity but also illustrated the country’s
capacity to defend its national interests and alter regional geopolitical realities. At
the same time, Azerbaijan’s economic resources and strategic energy projects have
provided the material foundation for pursuing a more active, multidimensional, and
independent foreign policy, thereby reinforcing several of the key characteristics
commonly associated with middle powers.

In conclusion, despite its relatively limited territorial size and population, Azerbaijan
can no longer be regarded merely as a small state but increasingly demonstrates the
characteristics of a rising middle power. Azerbaijan’s balanced and multi-vector
diplomacy, its strategic role in energy and transport projects, its active engagement
in multilateral diplomacy, its growing role in problem-solving and mediation efforts,
as well as its contribution to intercultural and inter-civilizational dialogue, have
significantly strengthened its international reputation and illustrate the gradual
consolidation of its position as a middle power within the international system. These
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policies have expanded the country’s influence not only at the regional level but also
across the broader international arena.

The following articles are recommended for a more detailed understanding of the
topic:

1. “Is Azerbaijan a Middle Power?” by Dr. Esmira Jafarova, available at:
https://cspjournal.az/uploads/files/CSP%20Middle%20Power/(2)%20Esmira
%20Jafarova S24.pdf

2. “Azerbaijan as an Emerging Middle Power after the 44-Day War and Reshaping
the Foreign Policy” by Dr. Rovshan Ibrahimov, available at:
https://cspjournal.az/uploads/files/9)%20Rovshan%20lbrahimov.pdf

3. “Superseding Middle Power Theory with the Keystone Concept: The
Persuasive Case of Azerbaijan and the Silk Road Region” by Prof. Damjan
Krnjevic Miskovic, available at:
https://cspjournal.az/uploads/files/CSP%20Middle%20Power/(3)%20Damjan
%20Krnjevic%20Miskovic S24.pdf

4. “Between Giants: The HAIKU Nations’ Dance on the Geopolitical Stage” by
Carlos Roa, available at:
https://cspjournal.az/uploads/files/CSP%20Middle%20Power/(4)%20Carlos%
20Roa S24%20(1).pdf

5. “Middle powers’ in the post-Soviet space in the context of the necessity for
regionalization of international relations” by Dr. Stanislav Pritchin, available at:
https://cspjournal.az/uploads/files/CSP%20Middle%20Power/(5)%20Stanisla
v%20Alexandrovich%20Pritchin S24.pdf

6. “Plulateralism and the Rise of the Azerbaijani Diplomacy” by Robert M. Cutler
available at https://aircenter.az/uploads/files/canadian%20expert%20(1).pdf

Author:

Sultan Zahidov, Leading Advisor at the Center of Analysis of International
Relations (AIR Center)
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